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VITAE

RUTH WIENCEK

^

Ruth Wiencek was born in Chicopee, Massachusetts on May 13, 1908
to Russian and Polish immigrants. Her parents' philosophy of committment
to social change, and the importance of the community, influenced Wiencek's
thinking and have remained with her throughout her life.

Because Wiencek had the example of the Industrial Workers of the
World [IWW] before her as her father's union, she could not relate
to the company union which existed for the telephone workers when she
began her work in 1925. It was not until the late 1930's and 1940's
that Wiencek became involved with the union, and helped to change it from
a company-dominated one to an organization which responded to the workers'
needs.

Wiencek held a number of positions within the Michigan Telephone
Traffic Union, including steward and education director, before she left
in 1947 to join the CIO organizing staff. She was also involved with
the telephone workers seeking to merge together into the Communication
Workers of America [CWA]. After joining the CIO, Wiencek was involved
with a wide variety of workers, in both organizing and educational capa
cities. Some of those with whom she worked include hospital and govern
ment employees, clericals, textile and paper workers, hotel and restaurant
workers, and electrical workers.

For the last ten years of her career, Wiencek was with the Inter
national Union of Electrical and Radio Machine Workers [IUE], five of
which she served as educational coordinator. While with the IUE, Wiencek
developed a syllabus for teacher training, steward training, and auto
i n s t r u c t i o n .

Her retirement from the union in 1960 did not put an end to Wiencek's
activities. Throughout her involvement with the labor movement, Wiencek
stressed the importance of union participation in community activit ies.
Since retiring, she has had the time to become extremely involved in a num
ber of these which interst her. Wiencek's particular focus concerns
human relations and resources. She has served on the League of Women
Voters Executive Board and as chair of the Commission on Human Relations
in her home area in Maryland.
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INTERVIEWER: The fol lowing interview was conducted as part of the Oral
H is to ry Program o f the Ins t i tu te o f Labor and Indus t r ia l
Relations of the University of Michigan and Wayne State
U n i v e r s i t y. T h e i n t e r v i e w e e i s R u t h W i e n c e k . T h e i n t e r
viewer is Carol Bowie. The interview took place on June
2, 1976, at Drum Point, Maryland, the home of Ms. Wiencek.

W I E N C E K : I r e t i r e d i n 1 9 7 0 f r o m t h e I n t e r n a t i o n a l U n i o n o f E l e c t r i c a l
and Radio Machine Workers where I was education coordinator.
Th is cu lminated about for ty-five years wor th o f work exper i
ence, twenty-five years of which were in the labor movement.
And i t ' s been a r ich exper ience and I cer ta in ly, look ing
back now, realized how broad an experience it really was.

Now I'm active in the League of Women Voters; I have been
on the Executive Board. My portfol io has been human resources,
pr imari ly welfare reform. From there I became Chairman of
the Commission on Human Relations, on which I served for
five years . I a lso served on the board o f the Tr i -County
Community Action Committee, the regional anti-poverty agency
fo r Ca lve r t , S t . Mary ' s , and Char lec Coun t ies . I n a t yp i
cally southern Maryland community, the Commission on Human
Relat ions afforded an opportuni ty to do many th ings that
rea l l y spe l led change in commun i ty a t t i t udes . So th is i s
the point at which I am at now. I 'm taking a sort of
sabbatical. My term en the Commission on Human Relations
h a s e x p i r e d . I i n t e n d t o s e r v e a g a i n n e x t y e a r. T h i s w i l l
be the k ind of act iv i ty I 'm engaged in .

INTERVIEWER: Wel l , le t 's get in to your fami ly h is tory then. What do you
reca l l about your g randparents ' l i ves?
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WIENCEK: Well, I never knew my grandparents. Both my grandparents were
in Europe. My father's father died before he was born and his
mother in childbirth. He was shifted around from uncle to
grandparents. He was born in that part of Poland which was
controlled by Russia—Russpoland. His first recollection of
having to learn to read and write in the Polish language was
in Russian, because it was my understanding that teaching
Polish was illegal in that part of Poland which was controlled
by Russia. He was employed as a ten-year old boy by a grocer,
and the grocer sent him to night school where he learned
Polish as a second language, although he was Polish in Russia.
He came to the United States after having served in the Russian
army, and he worked as an agricultural worker—an itinerant
agricultural worker —and as a logger, as a cook in a lumber
camp, and he came to Massachusetts where he met my mother.

My mother came here to the United States when she was just
eighteen years old. Her father was an Anabaptist, which was
unusual for a Polish family. He was an unordained Anabaptist
minister. Most Polish families were Catholic. This was
rather unusual. My mother was preceded in this country by
her two sisters, Stephana and Mary. When she came here to
the United States she was a servant in a Jewish family. Her
family migrated from Czechoslovakia to Prussia, from Prussia
to the Ukraine, where she was born. So she spoke Ukranian,
she spoke Russian, and she spoke Polish and German. But she
had difficulty writing her own name. As we were going to
school we taught her how to read and write.

But she was a rather remarkable woman because of the fact that
she seemed to know just where to go to get help for all of her
neighbors....a sort of a one-woman community agency person.
She took people to the friends of the court, she interpreted
for them. Unlike my father, she learned to speak English
without an accent. My father always said it's because of the
fact that she spoke German that enabled her to speak English
so well.

My father, on the other hand, by the time he came to this
country (he was then twenty), he was already a member of the
Socialist Party. He was socialist in the old country, in
Russia. He came to this country, he already had a very pro
found belief in workers and profound belief in the need for
change, social change. Because of the fact that he was a
member of the IWW [Industrial Workers of the World], of which
I believe that he joined when he was a logger, but I remember
when we lived in Oregon my family participated in the McNamara
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W I E N C E K : d e f e n s e . I n f a c t , t h a t ' s t h e o n l y h e i r l o o m I h a v e — a l o n g p i c
ture of ray family 's part ic ipat ion in the McNamara defense.

The McNamara brothers were accused of blowing up the Los Angeles
Times. Clarence Darrow defended them, but when he found out
that they were indeed terrorists, he dropped the case and
did not. . . .no longer defended them. But the labor movement at
that particular time supported these two men and defended them
and ra ised funds for thei r defense. So that was my ear l iest
memory—when I was about four, having part icipated in sort of
a l a b o r - o r i e n t e d a c t i v i t y.

When my father and mother moved East again, I remember that he
w a s o f t e n a v i c t i m o f t h e b l a c k l i s t . A t t h a t p a r t i c u l a r t i m e ,
any person who was a member of a union was blacklisted from
jobs. He went in search of jobs f rom one c i ty to another, only
to be b lack l is ted aga in when they found that out . At that
par t i cu la r t ime, there was no t on ly a b lack l i s t—there were
people who were so-called troublemakers and members of unions—
but there was also an intensive spy system which developed a
history on people who were act ive in unions of any kind. But
that's the kind of a background which I grew up in. And always
there was a profound bel ief in improving l i fe of people, and

^ K a l s o i n c h a n g e .

One of the things I think that my father helped a great deal
in... .giving me some sort of concept about the need to probe
a l l the t ime. He used to say in h is Po l ish-Eng l ish accent ,
"On ly one ques t ion i s impor tan t i n th i s l i f e , and tha t i s the
wo rd 'why ' . " And I t h i nk I l ea rned t ha t qu i t e ea r l y, and t h i s
aroused that kind of a curiosity of why things were as they
were and i f they could not be d i f ferent .

When I f i rst began to work—it was in Michigan—and my f irst
job was to care for a chi ld whi le I was learning shorthand
and typing, and I soon learned that shorthand and typing were
not for me. I wanted to become an art student, but when I
was in the firs t sect ion o f the twe l f th grade, my parents
decided that I had to help out with the family and go and
learn a l ivel ihood, and I th ink that was the saddest day of
my life when I had to quit school and go to work.

So I got a job when I was seventeen with the telephone company.
And that was in 1925. And i t wasn't unti l 1933 that I became
aware of the fact that there was anything l ike a labor organi
zat ion in the te lephone industry. I t was a company union
primari ly, and the dues were very nominal—something l ike twenty
cents a month. And I soon learned that i t was control led by
the telephone company absolutely, even to the select ion of the

a l e a d e r s h i p .
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WIENCEK: By 1933, there was an effort on the part of the telephone wor
kers to detach themselves from company unionism. And in 1934,
I recall a gal by the name of Frances [V.] Smith, who came to
me and said, "Ruth, why don't you become active?" And I said,
"I wouldn't be found dead in a company union." She said, "What
makes you think this is going to remain a company union? We
need people l ike you to help us."

So I became active in the telphone workers union in the 1940's,
there. . . . I a t tended a number of nat ional meet ings of the
Nat ional Federat ion of Telephone Workers. And i t wasn ' t long
before those of us who wanted to do something more with the
organization than have it remain a company union discovered
each o the r. A t t ha t pa r t i cu la r t ime , the re was d i scuss ion o f
s t r ike , but nobody dared to say the word "s t r ike" out r igh t .
Some of us talked about "withdrawing labor power," but never
d a r e d t o s a y t h e w o r d " s t r i k e . " [ l a u g h t e r ] A n d i n t h e c o n s t i
tut ion of the Nat ional Federat ion of Telephone Workers, which
really was formulated by the telephone companies, was a clause
saying that independence... . the independent nature of the
organ izat ion would be forever " inv io la te , " wh ich meant that
never cou ld the te lephone workers a ffi l ia te wi th a major
f e d e r a t i o n .

Sometime later, when I was already on the staff of the National
Federation of Telephone Workers, I remember reading in the
magazine Personnel—and i t was in the ear ly fort ies, but nobody's
been ab le to l oca te tha t pa r t i cu la r i ssue—in wh ich the o f f i
cials of the telephone company were saying that they had made
a mistake in foster ing company unionism. They pointed to the
development in the Duquesne Power and Light Company, in which
there was an independent union, and the companies thought they
had these unionis ts in the i r vest pocket , that they had a l ready
bought them off by g iv ing them al l k inds of personal pr iv i leges.
The leadersh ip was so f rus t ra ted in the i r i nab i l i t y to dea l w i th
the Duquesne Power and Light, they struck; and they struck
to ta l l y. None o f the AF o f L o r CIO un ions a t tha t par t i cu la r
t ime would ever have been that irresponsible. They would have
lef t behind a task force so that i t would not be necessary for
doc to r s t o ope ra te by flash l i gh t .

S o i t w a s t h a t p a r t i c u l a r i n c i d e n t t h a t t h i s o f fi c i a l , v i c e -
president, of the telephone company said that, "We had made
a mistake in fostering company unions because the relat ives
and friends of the company unionists would make them feel so
infer ior about being control led by companies that they had to
prove the mi l i tancy and of ten, in a t tempt ing to prove the mi l i
tancy, they would go over and beyond what legitimate unions
would attempt to do." That impressed me because I think this
largely describes the experience we had when we were trying to
throw off the shackles of company unionism.
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r WIENCEK: In 1945, there was a f i r s t na t ionwide s t r i ke—I don ' t say tha t
every telephone union was on strike, but the Washington, D.C.
telephone workers struck, and in Michigan and Ohio the tele
phone workers went out on sympathy. On the picket l ine they
sang the song "Sympathy," [ laughter] and they supported them.

I t was over a very in teres t ing issue. The operators that were
transferred to Washington received a special inducement for
coming there. Not only did they get their room and board paid,
but they got a premium payment over and above what they would
g e t a s o p e r a t o r s i n t h a t p a r t i c u l a r l o c a l i t y. S o i t m e a n t t h a t
there would be two operators working side by side—one who got
paid up to forty-five dol lars more per week than the other one
who had to meet her room and board. This was especially hard
on the gals, some of whom were no longer living at home,
although the telephone company used to be very careful in
deliberately hir ing women who l ived at home—that was the old
fami ly subsidy th ing in which they are unwi l l ing to pay the
labor market pr ice for labor, but depended on hi r ing g i r ls who
l ived at home and whom the famil ies would part ial ly subsidize.

But the in teres t ing th ing was that the fo l lowing year, 1946,
t h e r e w a s a r e a l , f u l l - fl e d g e d n a t i o n a l s t r i k e . A n d t h e g i r l s
who l ived at home were able to survive, and the str ike lasted
because of them. And here you have a situation where the
fami ly subsid ies near ly k icked the te lephone companies r ight
back in the teeth. The gal who l ived alone and whom the tele
phone company usual ly tr ied to spurn couldn't possibly have
afforded the st r ike. She would have had to cross the p icket
line because her rent could not be paid and she would have been
thrown out.

That reminded me of the 1906 strike in Toronto where the tele
phone company changed the hours of work—[William Lyon] Mackenzie
King was then Premier—and it was he, perhaps before he became
Premier, he was Attorney General or some such title in which he
was interv iewing the te lephone operators. The te lephone com
pany changed the hours that the girls would work, from a
ten-hour day to a seven-hour day, seven-hour t r icks ( that 's
what a tour o f du ty was ca l led , a t r i ck ) and i t made i t . . . .no ,
it was just the other way around—they changed it from a
shorter hour day to a longer one, to an eight-hour, from a
six-hour to an eight-hour or nine-hour, whatever the hours were
t h e r e . A n d t h e g i r l s s t r u c k . T h e y d i d n ' t s t r i k e f o r m o r e
money for eight hours or nine hours, or whichever the tour of
duty was; i t was because they couldn't hold two jobs which
would enable them to earn a l ivelihood. Some of them worked in
a bakery, some of them worked at other kinds of occupations.
Well, they worked for the telephone company too. And when
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WIENCEK: Mackenzie King interviewed the telephone company about this,
they said, "Wel l , i t 's never been necessary for us to pay any
more. I t ' s because we a lways were carefu l to h i re the g i r ls
who lived at home." And why was that? "Well, we always
wanted our gir ls to be surrounded by nice gir ls." And when
Mackenz ie K ing kep t p rob ing , they fina l l y admi t ted tha t i t
was economics which real ly compel led them to do this. . . .not
compel led them to do i t , but they did. They employed the gi r l
who lived at home because it would not be necessary for them
to pay as much.

This was the wage payment which a telephone company followed.
When I fi rs t began in 1925, I s tar ted at four teen do l lars a
week. I t took fourteen years to reach the maximum pay, despite
the fact that in later years the U.S. Department of Labor—the
Women's Bureau—establ ished the fact that i t took less than
two years for an operator to become proficient and fu l ly
exper ienced. I t took four teen years to reach the top ra te .

Well, when the telephone unions were detached from company
unionism, because of the National Labor Relations Act which
prohibited company unions and prohibited company control of
unions, they began to subscribe to the Bureau of Labor Statis
tics figures and, in the end, to make comparable kind of wage
comparisons. But they found that the telephone company would
never acknowledge that they were even semi-ski l led. They
compared the telephone operator 's job to that of a bread-wrapper
in a bakery factory and when pressed on comparabil i ty in job
descript ion they said, "Well, they come from the same kinds of
f a m i l i e s a n y w a y. " [ l a u g h t e r ]

So i t was through th is process of at tempt ing to real ly bargain
col lect ive ly wi th the te lephone companies that got the te lephone
worke rs to beg in to rea l i ze tha t th rough the i r i so la t i on f rom
the mainstream of organization labor they were denying them
se lves the in te rchange tha t was poss ib le i f they were a ffi l ia ted
with a major labor organization. And a number of us began to
real ize that . There was a president of a te lephone workers
un ion in Ca l i f o rn ia who was one o f t he fi rs t t o a r t i cu la te th i s
at the National Federation of Telephone Workers Conference, and
i t was he [Healy] that cal led for the format ion of the commit tee
t o i n v e s t i g a t e a f fi l i a t i o n w i t h t h e A F o f L - C I O . T h i s t o o k
place in 1945. In 1946, such a committee was formed.

INTERVIEWER: Wel l , actual ly, let me just go back a bi t . I guess we've been
runn ing t h rough qu i t e a b i t o f you r h i s t o r y. So . . . . I know
th i s i s chang ing the sub jec t , bu t I t h i nk i t i s impor tan t t o
br ing out more, perhaps, of the th ings in your chi ldhood that
have led you in th i s d i rec t ion . For ins tance , you say tha t
you moved around quite a bit.
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WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

Ye s . W e l l , p a r t i a l l y m y f a t h e r t r i e d t o g e t j o b s , a n d j o b s
were not available in one area and you know that these were
the per iods of panics and depressions; and not only that but
he was blacklisted, so there was always an attempt to find a
job in some d is tan t c i t y. He immed ia te ly sen t fo r the fami l y.
I t h i nk t he one s tab le pa r t o f i t was t ha t i n p rac t i ca l l y
e v e r y l o c a l i t y h e ' d c o n t a c t a s o c i a l i s t g r o u p , S o c i a l i s t P a r t y.
The one constant theme in our lives was the contact with the
radical movement in some form or another. And most of the
people he knew in the Social ist Party were interested in
unionizat ion, and th is fo l lowed very natura l ly and we knew th is ,
too. I mean, we grew up with the understanding and also the
knowledge that it was the labor movement that was trying to
change the plight of the average working man so that he wouldn't
be the victim of constant unemployment and wouldn't be the vic
t im of exploi tat ion and low wages and industr ia l hazards, and
that through unionization there would be some chance for a
working man to bring up his family.

What year did he arr ive in this country?

I t was in 1906, I be l ieve . 1906.

How about your mother?

Wel l , she ar r ived about the same per iod, I be l ieve. She ar r ived
in about the same period.

INTERVIEWER: How active was she in that?

WIENCEK: We l l , she was ac t i ve i n t he Soc ia l i s t Pa r t y. She was a member
o f the Soc ia l i s t Par ty. Bu t the k ind o f jobs tha t were open
to women at that time, you know, it was never possible for
a working man to entirely support his family. Working women
have always worked. If her pay check was needed to make it
poss ib le fo r the fami ly to surv ive , she worked. A work ing
woman worked—she worked as a domestic or in a grocery store
somewhere, or some way or another she worked. So my mother
always worked outside of the fami ly, as a domest ic pr imari ly
and sometimes in a cotton mil l , sometimes in a rag-picking
establ ishment, anyplace to grub out an existence to ra ise four
c h i l d r e n .

The precepts that one had to struggle to make l i fe better, one
had to struggle with one's fel low man, and to do this i t was
very much a factor. I remember my father tel l ing us about
Eugene V. Debs, and Eugene V. Debs was the President of the
Pullman Railroad Workers and when Eugene V. Debs was jailed
a newspaper reporter came to interview him and said, " I t 's
a p i ty that a man of your in te l l igence can ' t r ise about h is
surroundings and above his fellow men." And Eugene V. Debs
sa id , " I never. . . . the thought never occur red to me to r i se
above my fel low men, but to r ise with them." And this is always
the concept that we had.
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WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

So I suppose I 've known since I was fifteen that I 'd be act ive
some way or another in the labor movement. It was a conviction
I had, and it was sort of a natural development for me to become
act ive. So one of my s is ters he lped organize the p lant in
which she worked—she was working for an electric manufacturing
company which made stoves. She helped organize the plant for
IBEW [ In te rna t iona l Bro therhood o f E lec t r i ca l Workers ] . So
th is i s jus t en t i re ly na tu ra l f rom my po in t o f v iew tha t our
f am i l y a lways he l d . I t wasn ' t unusua l a t a l l .

How many brothers and sisters did you have?

I had th ree s is te rs .

Were you the oldest?

I was the o ldest . My s is ter was a year-and-a-hal f younger,
and then she was also working in the factory—she was a fore-
lady, which would have been probably comparable to a foreman
for this company. And my younger sister worked there for a
t ime after she graduated from high school, and my st i l l youngest
sister, who became a painter, worked there for a short t ime to
supplement her income so she could go back to art school.

So , go ing on a l i t t l e fu r the r, f o r i ns tance , to wh ich o f you r
s isters are you the c losest?

All of them, except my youngest one who is no longer l iving.
She died when she was just forty-two. She was a well-known
woman painter. She assisted Doris Lee on a mural and she
painted a mural in the Mooresvi l le , N.C. Post Office in the
Depression years. She had a number of exhibit ions; one was
at the Corcoran Art Gallery. And so she became a painter of
note, and she cont inued to paint unt i l she died.

She a lso had a so r t o f fee l fo r the rad ica l t rad i t i on . One
painter, Arnold Blank, commented once about the way she
approached the things that she drew and that she directly
came to the point and wasted no movements in her drawing. And
he said, "Tell me about your family. Are any members of your
family radicals?" And she said, "Oh, yes, how did you know?"
He sa id , " I t 's the way you approach a prob lem, d i rect ly h i t t ing
a t i t . " Now, I don ' t know i f t ha t has any s i gn i ficance o f no t ,
[ l augh te r ] bu t tha t was an in te res t ing po in t .

Wel l , you said that you, too, had dreams of being an art ist .

\
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WIENCEK: Oh, yes. I thought of i t . But when I began to see the ser ious
ness wi th which my s is ter approached i t , a l though I had fac i l i t y,
I d iscovered there was a hel l of a lot of d i fference between
f a c i l i t y a n d t a l e n t . I c o u l d h a v e f a c i l i t y a l l t h e r e s t o f m y
l i f e . I c a n d r a w p r a c t i c a l l y a n y t h i n g I c a n s e e . B u t t h e r e ' s
a d i f f e rence be tween ta len t and fac i l i t y.

INTERVIEWER: How did you feel, as a child, about being a gir l rather than a
boy?

W I E N C E K : I d o n ' t r e c a l l f e e l i n g a s e n s e o f e n v y. Yo u k n o w t h e . . . . a l t h o u g h
the re were i nequa l i t i es , t ha t ' s t r ue . A round the rad i ca l move
ment, these inequal i t ies were not as sharply del ineated as they
would have been....as they were elsewhere. We were always en
couraged to take part in discussions, and my father not only
encouraged i t , but he l iked to see i t . When we talked about
the world and i ts significance and about astronomy, we're always
part of that d iscussion—he always encouraged i t . And we
always had library books around, and when we were little my
father pa in ted the bot tom of the k i tchen cab inets a flat gray
so we could draw on it with chalk, and when we saw the landlord
coming we'd wipe i t off with a damp cloth. And he'd always get
extra reams of paper from the butcher, and we had plenty of
crayons and water colors to draw on. And I think possibly we
deve loped a so r t o f a f ac i l i t y—a l l o f us we re a r t i s t i c i n ou r
family—because of the fact that we were always moving from one
par t o f the coun t ry to ano ther, and dur ing tha t t ime, un t i l
we had made friends, we had to become self-sufficient and
en te r t a i n ou rse l ves . Bu t t he i nfluence o f my f am i l y, I 'm su re ,
had a very defin i te influence over the k ind o f career tha t I
fina l l y chose fo r myse l f and wha t I fina l l y d id w i th my l i f e .
I considered i t my l i fe work and i t was—it became that.

INTERVIEWER: What sort of hopes did your parents have for you?

WIENCEK: Jus t to su rv i ve . You see , when you have a work ing c lass back
ground—you're a worker, and you have no part icu lar sk i l ls—you
d i d t h e b e s t y o u c o u l d . T h a t ' s a l l , y o u j u s t s u r v i v e d . T h e y
fe l t tha t there 's someth ing beyond tha t surv iva l—that was
bu i l d ing a be t te r soc ie t y. Bu t my fa the r had no pa r t i cu la r
ski l ls—he worked as a paper hanger, as a roofer, as a t insmith,
but he was real ly never very sk i l led at these k inds of th ings.

My mother had no particular ski l ls. When my mother became i l l
and it was evident that she was not going to l ive, I went to
work when I was seventeen, I did not finish high school. My
other s is ter. . . .when my mother d ied, my other s is ter qu i t school
at the age of fifteen, and we did the best we could to keep the
other two g i r ls in schoo l . My fa ther used to go o ff in search
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WIENCEK: o f j obs e l sewhe re and t he two o f us—my s i s te r Cec i l i a and I—
would be left to do the best we possibly could to keep the
fami l y toge the r. And we . . . . apa r t f rom my en te r ta in ing ideas
of someday becoming an artist, when I began to work for the
telephone company, there were so many responsibil i t ies and ob
ligations and just such questions as earning enough to buy a
ton of coal and buying c lothes for the two [younger] g i r ls
and paying rent, that those are the things that occupied our
minds in terms of dreams and I guess we didn't have any.

L i ke mos t peop le , I f e l l i n to . . . . t he oppor tun i t y came a long
when the telephone workers began to develop their organiza
t i o n s . I f e l l i n t o b e i n g a l a b o r r e p r e s e n t a t i v e b e c a u s e I
was in terested. I d idn ' t have too much knowledge about i t ,
bu t ne i the r d id anyone e l se a t t ha t pa r t i cu la r t ime . I had
a theore t ica l knowledge about i t , in genera l , bu t not spec i
fica l l y. And as I r e read t he ma te r i a l t ha t Joyce [Ko rnb luh ]
assembled, I 'm sor t o f appa l led a t the s impl is t i c na ture o f
some of i t and yet , on the other hand, a l i t t le b i t impressed
t h a t i t w a s s o f a r - r e a c h i n g . . . . t h a t i t h a d s u c h i n s i g h t s , t o o ,
at the same time. You do the best you can with what you have
and what you do know and you just feel your way through.

I be l i eve one o f the th ings . . . . because o f the fac t tha t I t h ink
t h a t a r t i s t i c t r a i n i n g h a d a l o t t o d o w i t h t h i s , t h a t i t l e d
us to exper imentat ion. Somehow, the idea of fa i lure never
entered my mind because I fe l t that a l l o f l i fe is exper imenta l
anyway. So you felt your way through and you survived the best
way you possibly can, and you develop what instincts you had
about it and sometimes you failed and sometimes you succeeded,
but you learned something from your fai lures.

And I remember when I first became active in the telephone wor
kers, the only equipment I really had was a knowledge of labor
history. And I had a fr iend who was a business agent for the
Hotel and Restaurant Workers, Al Renner. He said, "You ought
to develop some other kind of faci l i t ies besides a knowledge
of labor history because the labor movement is really much
more than just that . " So I dec ided to run for s teward, and I
did in the Michigan Telephone Traffic Union,* in about 1943.
And from there, I became chairman of my particular branch
office, and then eventual ly chai rman of the Detro i t Te lephone
Workers; and you gained experience as you went along.

* Operators and c ler ical workers.
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WIENCEK: Then, o f course , the labor movement a round Det ro i t was in a
marvelous state of development and ferment, and I got to know
the [United] AutcWorkers quite wel l , and I got to know the
Hotel and Restaurant Workers who were then having the sitdown
str ikes, and the Autoworkers l ikewise. And the AutoWorkers
leaned very heavi ly on labor educat ion. I got to know the
educat ion d i rector—Bi l l Kemsley for one, and Vic tor Reuther
for another. And we began to interchange the kinds of th ings
that we were doing.

I became the education director after having served on the
Executive Board on the statewide organization of the Telephone
Traffic Un ion. From there we had conferences, t ra in ing
conferences—I held a number of them then—and you drew on
your own experience, you drew on the experience of others who
told you what it was like in other unions, what to do and how
they d id i t . Frank Marquar t * was s t i l l another who he lped
a great deal, and i t was from the assistance of people l ike
that who were very glad to help; they sensed something was
happening with the Telephone Workers, and they were delighted
to see that there was an effort to get from under company
unionism. The generosi ty of people around the t rade union
movement was really wonderful.

We came to them with all kinds of problems. When we had our
first st r ike in 1945, the labor movement responded marvelously,
part icular ly the Hotel and Restaurant Workers Union. They gave
us advice on how to run a picket line and how to establish soup
kitckens and how to spell each other off so that we wouldn't be
on the picket l ine too long, and how to keep the str ike together.
And al l of these kinds of things we learned from the other
unions.

I don't ever remember any time that I met any unionists who had
scorn for us because of the fact that we had a company union
past. They seemed very anxious to help us in any way they possi
bly could. None of them had ever said, "Why don't you join our
union or why don't you join the AF of L or the CIO?" They all
were very helpful and let us alone pretty much except for giving
ass i s tance .

I t wasn ' t unt i l qu i te a b i t la ter that some of us began to
realize that while the CIO and the AF of L were able to draw
on their past experiences, we had a very short history as a
legi t imate union, and so there was very l i t t le exper ience we
could draw from, except that which was immediate, and we began

* Former education director, Dodge Local, United Auto Workers [UAW].



WIENCEK INTERVIEW 12.

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

r
INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

to rea l i ze , too , tha t we wou ld be v ic t ims o f ra ids i f we d idn ' t
a ff i l ia te wi th some major labor organizat ion—we could be
decimated by that process, so a number of us began to think
very se r ious ly abou t a t tempt ing to a ffi l i a te the Na t iona l Fede
ration of Telephone Workers to the AF of L or CIO—we weren't
sure a t tha t par t i cu la r t ime wh ich un ion we wanted to a ffi l ia te
w i t h .

Let me go back a bit again. Back to your first job when you
were seventeen. How did you get that job?

Wel l , I had a f r iend , a g i r l f r iend—i t was a ne ighbor—who
worked for the telephone company and she worked as a steno
grapher and th is is in 1925 and that was the year that my
parents said, "Look, you'd better get a job because we need
your help to pay our mother 's doctors ' b i l ls and th ings are
not go ing we l l . " So I app l ied fo r a job w i th the te lephone
company, and I got it and the policy of the telephone company
was to hire primari ly Catholic gir ls and my name was Polish,
and it sounded Catholic anyway.

Why was that?

D o c i l e . . . . a d o c i l e w o r k f o r c e . A n d , o f c o u r s e , l a t e r t h i s p r o v e d
to be not t rue because the so-cal led Cathol ic g i r ls had brothers
in au to p lan ts e lsewhere [ laughter ] and so th is d idn ' t tu rn out
to be t rue la te r on , you know. But I go t my fi rs t job there .

Not al l the things were bad about that company. The very thing
that the pol icy of the company, which was completely paternal is
t ic, was also concerned about the welfare of employees, too.
Because I remember when my family was in trouble, they gave me
a loan when my father was in some distant part of the country
and we needed money for coal and one of my sisters was ill.
They advanced a loan, which was interest free, which I paid back.

But, on the other hand, they were that paternal is t ic that when
I won an art scholarship, and they changed my hours at will
and I protested saying that I couldn' t at tend my c lasses, they
pointed out to me that being a telephone operator was a career.
They were very jealous of any other kind of influences in
one ' s l i f e . I t ' s so ha rd fo r young peop le to rea l i ze how
paterna l is t i c the indus t ry was in those days . They dec ided
what you should read, what you shouldn ' t read, what . . . . that
kind of thing—whether you should get married or not—and they
didn' t want any other k ind of compet i t ion. There was no such
thing as going to school and working at the telephone company
in those days—you had to choose one or the other. That 's
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WIENCEK: exac t l y wha t happened . And so I had to su r render my a r t course
so that when my hours were changed from evening hours—I was
able to attend art school because my hours were 4:30 to 11:00
then, and I went to art school unt i l 3:30—but they changed
that and I was working days and they just simply wouldn't make
that k ind of adjustment . They said, "This has to be your
c a r e e r . "

INTERVIEWER: What exactly were you doing?

W I E N C E K : I w a s a t e l e p h o n e o p e r a t o r . F i r s t a l o c a l t e l e p h o n e o p e r a t o r ,
then a long distance telephone operator. And i t was when I
became a long distance telephone operator that I became active
in the union, upon Fran Smith's urging. Fran Smith was a
remarkable gal . She had a marvelous administrat ive sense,
when I look back here, a marvelous mind, and she had a natural
sense in col lect ive bargaining. We made a pretty good team
because there was no rivalry whatsoever because I was not at
a l l good in the k inds o f th ings tha t she d id . In our fami ly we
all had a sort of lag in that we had no mathematical sense
whatsoever. And since I d idn' t have i t I could never become
a negot ia tor. Oh, subsequent ly much la ter on I learned that
I c o u l d n e g o t i a t e a f t e r a l l . I t w a s n ' t a l l t h a t d i f fi c u l t ,
[ l a u g h t e r ]

INTERVIEWER: Calculators?

W I E N C E K : W e l l , n o . I n e v e r h a d a c a l c u l a t o r . B u t i n a n y c a s e , s h e w a s
very good at that and it was she that got the Telephone Wor
kers—the Nat ional Federat ion of Telephone Workers—to understand
t h a t t h e i r o r g a n i z a t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e , i n t h e l o o s e n e s s t h a t i t
was, could never go anywhere as a national organization. She
got them alerted and understanding that the structure had to be
qui te d i f ferent , and she urged them to s tar t to s tudy the s t ruc
ture of the AF of L-CIO unions to see how it could be formulated.
In o rder to avo id un ion iza t ion—and tha t ' s p rec ise ly wha t th i s
v ice-pres iden t , Cra ig , I be l ieve , o f AT&T admi t ted tha t they
did, and of course they did i t because i t was part and parcel
of the open shop plan of the twenties in which they tr ied to
discourage the format ion of unions. The employers, in those
particular years, encouraged the development of company unions,
which they themselves helped to formulate. They would get a
group of workers together and say, "You ought to have an asso
ciation of some sort," and, of course, what they wanted was a
medium through which workers would just express their gripes,
not necessari ly to do anything about them, but simply to express
the i r gr ipes. And they se lected the leadersh ip for them and
th is k ind of paternal ism was typ ica l , and i t was to prevent
workers f rom unioniz ing.
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W I E N C E K : T h i s o c c u r r e d a l l t h r o u g h t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . T h e f o r m s i n w h i c h
the companies formed these company unions differed—it was l ike
a pa tchwork qu i l t o f abso lu te l y imposs ib le s t ruc tu res . One
example: I t was possible to have one union only of telephone
o p e r a t o r s . I n a n o t h e r l o c a l i t y i t i n c l u d e d t e l e p h o n e o p e r a t o r s ,
te lephone sw i tchmen and cab le sp l i ce rs . In ano ther loca l i t y
the telephone workers would be segmented into telephone opera
tors, the account ing workers ' union in a separate union, cable
sp l icers ' un ion was a separa te un ion, cent ra l o ffice repa i rmen
was a separate union, and the instal lers was a separate union.
How in the world could you ever coordinate anything with a
hodge-podge l ike that? And another area would be organized
along an e ight s ta te area—not on an indust r ia l bas is , but a t
least in a loosely federated group—and i t was so impossible.

So the National Federation of Telephone Workers was really a
federat ion and never a un ion—or a nat ional un ion—in a fu l l
sense. I t was l ike another federat ion l ike the CIO was or the
AF of L was. And the National Federation of Telephone Workers
never char tered a s ing le loca l *—i t was these d iv is ions wh ich
cou ld be loca l w i th on ly one par t i cu la r c ra f t , o r i t cou ld be
along a nine state basis. Those are the ones that chartered
local groups. So any amount of coordinat ion was ut ter ly impossi
ble. So when the National Federation of Telephone Workers met,
i t was on ly the o fficers o f these segmented ind iv idua l , inde
pendent, autonomous unions that were federated to the National
Federat ion of Telephone Workers. There was no rank-and-fi le
par t i c ipa t ion . There was no democra t ic par t i c ipa t ion as we
know most unions do have. When there was a convention, no local
p res ident o f a un ion a t tended. I t was the pres ident o f tha t
par t icu lar un ion that a t tended, whether i t was n ine s ta tewide
or whether i t was just s imply in just one local i ty or one
part icular craf t . And something had to be done about the
s t ruc ture . So we began to . . . .qu i te ear ly we began to ag i ta te
fo r s t ruc tu ra l change .

INTERVIEWER: Well , you say that your first involvement with the union was
i n D e t r o i t ?

W I E N C E K : I t w a s i n D e t r o i t [ i n 1 9 4 3 ] .

INTERVIEWER: As a steward.

WIENCEK: No , I t h i nk as a member fi rs t , and then I r an as a s teward .
And that was the funniest th ing. I d idn' t know how to get
elected because there was no regular membership meeting. It

0 These developments took p lace in the pre-fi f t ies per iod.
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0 WIENCEK: was usual ly ca l led on a s ingle issue—something t roubl ing the
workers enough and then the membership meeting would be called.
But we had no regular monthly meeting as such, as was known in
m o s t l o c a l u n i o n s . A n d t h e r e w a s v e r y l i t t l e c o n t i n u i t y. A n d
I d o n ' t b e l i e v e i t w a s u n t i l t h e f o r t i e s t h a t t h i s k i n d o f a
thing—that they attempted regular membership meetings on a
l o c a l b a s i s .

So I cul t ivated f r iends by offer ing to change hours wi th them.
As you gain seniority, you would have a wider choice on working
hours—those with the least amount of senior i ty would have to
accept the least desirable hours. So I of ten used to change
hours with those who wanted to go out in the evening, and I
got to know people that way and eventual ly I ran for office.

B u t t h e i n t e r e s t i n g t h i n g i s , w h i l e I d e l i b e r a t e l y s e t o u t t o
cu l t i va te peop le tha t way, I found out tha t I was t ru ly
interested in them. I found out what they were l ike as people,
and I began to discover that they had problems, and I was
interested in their problems and would sometimes help to work
out their problems. And so I developed a sort of awareness
and a response to people that I never would have if I hadn't
run .

What a steward did back then was to try to represent a worker
w i th a par t i cu la r p rob lem fo r wh ich they go t in to t roub le w i th
the chief operator. Eventual ly, I became a member of the
statewide Execut ive Board and then as educat ion director [ in
1944 and 1945]. There were meetings on a state level, and Fran
Smith was the President at that part icular t ime [ f rom 1943] of
the s ta tew ide o rgan iza t ion . We a t tempted to o rgan ize . . . .we
never had anything like a union shop in those days, so we
attempted to organize as many workers as we possibly could,
and sometimes we'd sit in the cafeteria and talk to them about
j o i n i ng t he un i on .

INTERVIEWER: How extensive was union activity at the time?

W I E N C E K : We l l , t h i s i s t h e p e r i o d w h i c h w e ' r e t r y i n g t o d e v e l o p a r e g u
lar membership meeting once a month, you see.

INTERVIEWER: Ear ly for t ies?
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W I E N C E K : Ye s , t h e e a r l y f o r t i e s . A n d b y m i d - f o r t i e s w e p r e t t y m u c h h a d
that k ind o f an organ iza t ion . By mid- fo r t ies we were negot ia
t ing with management, we were.. . .we had conferences—training
conferences throughout the state for other stewards. We had
loca l un ion o f fice rs ' t r a i n i ng con fe rences by t hen . And i t was
pret ty much of an organizat ion. The on ly d i f ference was that
we were not then affi l ia ted wi th any major labor organizat ion.

INTERVIEWER: And how extensively did you part icipate in the beginning and
then la te r?

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

Q u i t e a b i t . I w a s a c t i v e i n t h e D e t r o i t l o c a l . Yo u s e e , t h a t
was composed o f va r i ous cen t ra l o f fices . I fi r s t s t a r t ed as
a chairman of the central office exchange where I was and tr ied
to bui ld up the membership there. And then, of course in recog
nit ion of the job I did I got a seat on the Executive Board
[ i n 1944 ] . I became De t ro i t Cha i rman then [ i n 1945 ] . . . .De t ro i t ,
wh i ch was a co l l ec t i on o f a l l t he cen t ra l o f fices i n t ha t
loca l i ty, about th i r ty s ix o f them, I guess. There was a mem
bership say, maybe about 3 ,000; a loca l o f 3 ,000. And there
were about 6,000 throughout the state, membership of about
6 ,000 th roughou t the s ta te a t tha t pa r t i cu la r t ime .

How many telephone workers did that involve? What percentage?
How much of a percentage?

I don't remember. I think we came close to seventy percent of
the telephone workers, about that much. I t was always touch
and go, and always around negotiations time we began to realize
that....and since we did have a check-off, we knew that we had
glass pockets and management would know then how many members
we had by the check-off. And the degree to which we represented
the operators was the degree to which we were successful in
negotiations where we represented them. So our membership
d r i ves wou ld be ve ry c ruc i a l a t t ha t pa r t i cu l a r pe r i od . As
educat ion d i rec tor, I know that I par t ic ipa ted in a campaign
on increasing the dues. And I remember prepar ing mater ia l ,
reducing it down to dollars and cents on how much it cost to
negotiate each contract, and by a few cents per week how much
more of the services that that could buy. I remember having
a statewide kind of a program where we had a education con
ference on just this issue. And we had a newspaper cal led
Tr a f fi c Ta l k . * S o w e c o o r d i n a t e d t h e a r t i c l e s w i t h a k i t t h a t
we gave to each of the chairmen of the various cit ies in
which they would use the materials and also talk about the

* A statewide paper for the Michigan Telephone Traffic Union.
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need to increase the dues. We increased our dues from seventy-
five cents a month to a dol lar and a hal f , which for that
particular day and age was quite a bit because the dues of the
AutoWorkers [Union] was only a dollar a month at that t ime.

When was this?

This was in 1945. And we considered that quite a successful
v e n t u r e . B u t I t h o u g h t o f t h e i d e a o f g e t t i n g r a n k - a n d - fi l e
workers to be talking in favor of a dues increase. So we had
th is rov ing repor ter type of th ing in which we would in terv iew
workers and, of course, some of the workers there who had
re lat ives in the auto p lants knew what the i r organizat ions were
doing for them and they could readily see that if you had more
income coming in, you could get better services, do a better
job. So they spoke in behalf of that and we managed to do
that and there was by a referendum vote, a mail referendum,
and you can imagine the job it took, and so we were quite
pleased at the success that we had in our first educat ional
program venture and in gett ing the dues increased.

Of course, we educated on issues also. Sometimes it was on
the need for increase in base rate, and sometimes it was on
the need to shorten the span of t ime that i t took to reach
the top and by then we had succeeded in narrowing the length
of t ime that i t took to reach the top f rom four teen to s ix
years . And tha t was qu i te an accompl ishment in i t se l f . And
of course we improved vacation allowance. We improved sick
leave provis ions, and those were the k inds of benefits that
we were ab le to get [on a s ta te bas is ] . And i t was par t i cu lar ly
hard because these were the war years, so you not only had to
negotiate with the telephone company, but you also had to pre
pare a very intr icate br ief to present to the War Labor Board.
We learned a great deal those years.

When you first joined the union though, how would you say that
i t a f f e c t e d y o u r p e r s o n a l l i f e , a n d a f t e r t h i s ?

Wel l , most ly I was in terested. . . .1 p layed a good deal of tennis
in those days and I was an art student. I went to evening
classes in art school, and I joined a drama group and I was
going to star t to paint some scenery for that . These were the
personal k ind of th ings that one did to take up one's t ime, to
make one 's l i fe more in terest ing because, a f ter a l l , be ing a
telephone operator was a pretty drab job and was pretty
demanding.



WIENCEK INTERVIEW 18.

0

WIENCEK: Be ing ac t ive in the un ion changed my l i fe a good dea l because
it began to make me think in terms of issues. It made me much
more responsive to the kinds of things that were going on around
me. Even though I was aware of these things, nevertheless that
b rough t the change in my l i f e . A lso , I t h ink i t b rough t a
change in my personal i ty. I was not a lways very extroverted.
I was ra ther in t rover ted and th is—I need to pro ject , needed
to learn to communicate—and so this brought a change in the
way I thought and what I d id . And th is is the per iod that I
began to put my thoughts down on paper, too, because I'd had
the co lumn in the paper—in the Tra f f i c Ta lk per iod ica l ly and
later in the Telephone Workers—and I think i t helped me orga
n ize my th ink ing be t te r.

INTERVIEWER: Well, how did you come to be the educational director of the
na t i ona l f ede ra t i on?

WIENCEK: Wel l , by then I guess, the work we were do ing in Mich igan drew
at tent ion to the nat ional organizat ion and by then I had
attended a number of conferences and taken the floor to speak
on a number of issues and the job was offered to me as a
pa r t - t ime j ob wh i l e I was s t i l l educa t i on d i r ec to r o f t he
Michigan Telephone Traffic Union.

INTERVIEWER: That was the state-wide . . .

W IEN C EK: Th a t w a s t h e s t a t e -w i d e o rg a n i za t i o n , t h e M i ch i g a n Te l e p h o n e
Tra ffic Un ion . And then I became fu l l - t ime educa t ion d i rec
tor. And when I look back to these mater ia ls , I sor t o f
reexperienced, when I was looking at that, the enormity of
what we had to do in those days, precisely because of our iso
la t ion f rom the labor movement . And I th ink tha t th is
isolation from the labor movement gave us a more heightened
realization of how much there was to learn, and perhaps we
were even more eager because of the fact that we felt that
we were denied it for so long and we saw everybody . . .
[ t e l e p h o n e i n t e r r u p t i o n ]

Well, there was a sort of an eagerness to know and I'm looking
through th is and seeing how.. . . the k ind of th ings we at tempted
to do right off the bat, you know, in 1945, between 1945 and
1946. There was a real izat ion that we had an awful lot to
learn about the labor movement, about col lect ive bargain ing,
about organiz ing, and that organiz ing the te lephone indust ry
was going to be quite a job. And we also had an awareness of
the fact that we were a pretty key industry. When you come to
think of the fact that wherever you had a town and hamlet any
where in the Uni ted States, there was real ly an opportuni ty for
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an organization. And no other union that we knew of had such
a vast network of a base from which to operate. And although
te lephone workers in the main were pret ty conservat ive, i t ' s
just simply amazing how a handful could have shaped, really,
with sort of a sense of direction, could have shaped the des
t iny o f t ha t un ion . Jus t a hand fu l o f peop le was a l l i t t ook .

INTERVIEWER: How would you describe the—structure I suppose you'd call
i t—power s t ruc ture f rom wi th in the un ion?

W I E N C E K : W e l l , u p t o 1 9 4 5 , i t w a s s t i l l t h e N a t i o n a l F e d e r a t i o n o f
Te lephone Workers , d is jo in ted and f rus t ra t ing to the top
leadersh ip because of the fact that they s imply couldn ' t get
through to the rank-and- f i le a t a l l—they had to go through
these o fficers . For example , even an a t tempt to ge t s t r i ke
ac t ion go ing when they had the fi rs t na t ion-w ide s t r i ke in
1946 and 1947, how d i fficu l t that was to t ry to coord inate i t .
And to get any kind of knowledge down to the rank-and-file
was pretty much impossible because of the intervention of
these loca l o ffic ia l s , some o f them who were s t i l l , a t tha t
t ime, pret ty much contro l led by the company. And i f not
consc ious ly, a t least they hadn ' t detached themselves a t a l l
from the dependence upon the company. In outlook and in
degree of understanding, they just were not unionis ts at
a l l . And others of course were, you see—others were in
advance of thei r t ime.

I think that the Michigan Telephone Traffic Union was one of
the ones that were in advance and it 's possibly because of
the influence of the labor movement around the Michigan area.
The Long Lines was; the New York group was. And Ohio was.
Not everywhere was it an even kind of a mix.

There was a great dea l o f f rus t ra t ion wi th the s t ruc ture ,
and this was a time that Fran Smith talked the most about
s t ruc tu ra l change , t he need fo r i t . And , o f cou rse , t he re
was resistance to structural change because each one of
t h e m h a d t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r l i t t l e b a i l i w i c k a n d v e s t e d i n t e
r e s t s i n r e t a i n i n g t h e i r o f fi c e . Yo u c a n i m a g i n e t h a t . . . .
and eventual ly some of the groups left because they didn' t
want to change. You can imagine what a gal who built her
base in Chicago Telephone Traffic Union, or a guy in I l l ino is
who had been the President of the Accounting Union—he wanted
to reta in h is pres idency, she wanted to reta in her pres idency,
so they weren' t qui te anxious to let go.
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WIENCEK: I remember that in 1946, going with Joe Beirne—the President
of the Nat ional Federat ion of Te lephone Workers—to v is i t w i th
one of the offic ia ls o f the In ternat ional Ladies Garment Wor
kers, and he was trying to get across to Joe Beirne how impor
tant structural change was and that the longer they put i t
o f f the more tha t the s t ruc tu ra l wou ld ge l and c rys ta l l i ze
and become impossible ever to change, and that now that they
had become a legit imate union, and had proved their legit imacy
by having had two nation-wide strikes behind them, nobody
could possibly think of us as a company union any longer after
that . They advised that i t was t ime to make our change. Wel l ,
we found the change wasn't so easy to make.

When I left the Telephone Workers in 1947 to go with the Tele
phone Workers Organizing Committee that had been formed by
the CIO, the CWA began to make some structural changes—not
totally—they changed their name to Communications Workers of
America, and they made some minor structural changes, but the
subs tan t i a l s t r uc tu ra l changes neve r came un t i l t hey a f fi l i a ted
with the CIO. And they were compelled to by our action, you
see, because we did raid them. This organizing committee had
sort of a two-prong program—one is, by persuasion, to work
on the officials through the Communications Workers and not
the indiv idual leaders, and the other was through sheer ra id.
T h e y fi n a l l y d i d a g r e e t o a f fi l i a t e . T h e c o n d i t i o n o f a f fi
l iat ion was that they made fundamental structural changes
corresponding to those in the regular labor movement.

I t was a funny thing to hear them refer to i t as i f i t were a
comple te nove l ty to them. They wou ld ca l l i t a " two- leve l
s t ructure," meaning a local un ion and an Internat ional Union
leve l . I t was l i ke ins ide p lumb ing and ou ts ide p lumb ing ,
[ laughter ] tha t k ind o f des ignat ion. I t was so new to them,

because what they had was a three-level organization, you
see , i n the i r l oca l un ion—the i r d i v i s i on , you see—and on l y
a ffi l i a ted to the na t iona l federa t ion o r the CWA th rough the i r
d i v i s i o n a t t h a t p a r t i c u l a r t i m e u n t i l a f t e r a f fi l i a t i o n .
"Division" was a term comparable to "region" in labor movement
s t r u c t u r a l t e r m s .

INTERVIEWER: Wel l , your job then, as educat ion di rector of the Federat ion,
what sort of autonomy did you have?

W I E N C E K : W e l l , v e r y l i t t l e . Yo u r s e r v i c e s w e r e o f f e r e d a n d i f a n y o n e
wanted to use them, fine they would use them. But nobody
had to, of course, you see that was no different from any
o t h e r I n t e r n a t i o n a l U n i o n i n t h a t r e s p e c t . B u t t h e y p a r t i
cipated if they wanted to. And so you had some adherence—the
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WIENCEK: Sou thwes t Te lephone Workers D iv i s ion—i t was ca l led the Sou thwes t
Div is ion—was one o f the groups tha t par t i c ipa ted qu i te a b i t .
The Washington, D.C. group did. Those in Ohio did. Not very
much in the South; Connect icut , not at a l l . And so you had
t h e s o r t o f u n e v e n p a r t i c i p a t i o n . S o m y r o l e , I t h i n k , r e a l l y
was to keep emphasizing the importance of gaining al l ies with
the rest of the labor movement, make alliances and then use
them as much as they possibly could for advice and for assis
tance, and to have them realize that they were part of the
labor movement, even though they were independent.

I th ink, more than that , my contr ibut ion was to t ry to esta
bl ish in the Telephone Workers a sort of a feel ing of
in te rdependence and iden t i fica t ion w i th the res t o f the labor
movement . A l l the k inds of th ings that I wrote were sor t o f
an ident ifica t ion o f the la rger labor movement .

I fe l t that , o f course, we needed the more specifics then,
t o o , a n d t h a t w e g o t . A t t h a t p a r t i c u l a r p e r i o d , i n t h e l a t e
fo r t i es , t he un i ve rs i t i es were j us t t hen beg inn ing to be
interested in labor educat ion and, of course, there was a Labor
Extension Bi l l , which was being offered every year. And one
of the architects of that was Hilda Smith, who was sort
o f a dean of labor educat ion. She 's now in her la te e ight ies.
She's broken a hip now, but she was one of the people that
s tead fas t l y i n t roduced th i s b i l l on l abo r educa t i on . She used
to have a school for workers at her estate in upstate New York
and she was active in the WPA [Works Progress Administration]
per iod o f labor educat ion.

But the kind of conferences that I held—I invi ted a number of
people from the labor movement, l ike Ti l ford Dudley of the
AF of L-CIO Community Services at that t ime; Ted Silvey, who
was at that particular t ime the labor member of the War Labor
Board; and Hal Gibbons who was at that time with the Wholesale,
Retail and Department Store Employees; Joe Kowalski of the
Auto Workers—a number of people from the labor movement, and
most part icular ly the American Labor Educat ion Society, ALES,
which is now out of ex is tence. I t was a marvelous cata lyst
for development of the awareness of the need for labor educa
tion in unions and I worked very closely with them.

I think this exposure to people in the labor movement was a
good thing. Not only did our people begin to realize how much
there was to be learned about the labor movement, but the fact
that here these people had already years behind in the labor
movement and we were merely just being introduced into the
labor movement at that particular t ime out of our company union
pas t .
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WIENCEK: These people were very valuable to us because they gave us cer
ta in i ns igh ts . I remember. . . he re we a re , j us t deve lop ing the
format of regular monthly meetings, not knowing how to conduct
them and I doubt whether very many local union presidents—as
the way the word local was construed by the telephone workers
un ion , because they were ca l led d is t r i c ts o r d iv is ions o r
whatever—even the concept of local union administrat ion was
fore ign to te lephone workers . And i t was people l ike Hal
Gibbons, who had a background in the WPA labor education courses
which were offered at that time, that gave us some concepts
about local union management and what you do in developing a
good strong base and how you keep it knit together, and how you
use committees to divide the work of a local union.

You see, if we had gone directly to the AF of L or CIO, it
wou ld have been threaten ing to the o ffic ia ls o f our un ion i f
we had gone to them for help with labor education. But the
American Labor Education Society, being an independent labor
education body, became the medium through which it was possi
b le to get a l l o f the people together f rom var ious areas of
the labor movement, and they would know the good guys, the
people that had concepts were able to give something and were
very he lp fu l . E leanor Co l t was the D i rec tor o f the Amer ican
Labor Education Service.

INTERVIEWER: What was the relationship like between men and women who were
ac t i ve i n t ha t?

WIENCEK: We l l , o f cou rse , you see , because the women . . . . t h i s i s t he
thing that was unusual about the Telephone Workers then... .
the te lephone operators or the c ler ica l workers, wherever
those were organized, or the accounting workers, had their
own unions. The women were leaders in their own right, and
they had to be considered because they were part of the con
s t i t u e n c y.

INTERVIEWER: Constituency of the Federation?

W I E N C E K : Ye s , t h e F e d e r a t i o n . A n d t h e y h a d t o c o n s i d e r t h e m s e r i o u s l y.

INTERVIEWER: They were the majority? Women?

WIENCEK: Yes , they were the ma jo r i t y because they were the la rges t num
ber and, of course, the rat io has changed, I th ink, s ince
automation. I'm not so sure there are as many women as are
men. I don't know much about that now because I haven't kept
in touch. But they had to consider them in the i r own r ight ,
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WIENCEK: you see, and then whenever they spoke on issues they had to
consider them. And a very powerful voice on the executive
board was Fran Smith—I think she was the most knowledgable
and vocal—and Anne Benscoter. And Mary Gannon during those
times. But most part icularly Fran because she was the most
knowledgeable of the whole bunch. She had a very fine mind.
Mary Gannon was militant, but I don't believe she had the
in te l lec tua l con ten t tha t F ran Smi th d id . Nor Anne Bensco ter,
e i t h e r .

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

How do you mean militant there? On women's issues?

Oh, not on women's issues, per se, but for the union. You've
got to real ize that in those years there was not the conscious
ness about women's issues as there is now. When they acted,
they ac ted i n beha l f o f t he i r cons t i t uency, i n beha l f o f
their members on the kinds of things they needed, not because
they were women, even though they did mention some of the prob
lems. And the problems that were mentioning as problems of women
worke rs were the d i f ficu l t i es tha t t hey were fac ing .

For an example, they were paid as contr ibutors to the family
income, rather than being paid as wage earners. And this is
how they raised this question, the role as women workers in
their own right. Now my background, because of my radical
background, I tended not to think of women's problems, per se,
but as an economic problem, thinking women were victims,
economic v ict ims, and that the k ind of economy that u l t imately
would develop would have a place for women as full participants
rather than mere per iphery workers. And I tended to th ink of
i t in terms of an economic problem, rather than women's r ights
per se.

This kind of thing has become aroused since then. And also I
th ink women l ike mysel f , of my generat ion, were the beneficiar ies
of some of the work that went on before by women in the labor
movement . I 'm th ink ing . . . .Joyce Kornb luh ment ions Ho l lace
Ransdel. Hollace Ransdel was a close friend of mine who was
one o f the fi rs t pub l ic i ty peop le h i red by John L . Lewis . Now,
Hol lace was a t rue suff raget te, and I a lways used to be s l ight ly
amused a t Ho l lace, fi rs t because I have never found i t d i ffi
cult in the kind of an environment we have where leadership
was so desperately needed in a young union—which was really
ours, despite our company union past, which lasted quite a
number of years—that they grasped at anybody who had even the
f a i n t e s t k i n d o f l e a d e r s h i p c a p a c i t y t o o f f e r. A n d I ' m a p p a l l e d
by what we didn't know, but we knew much more than others knew,
and t hen you j us t fi l l a vo i d a t t ha t pa r t i cu l a r t ime .



WIENCEK INTERVIEW 24.

WIENCEK: We l l , we had no d i f fi cu l t y do i ng t ha t and I ' ve neve r been awa re
of discrimination because I was always lucky to be in a union
where there was equal pay for equal work. And I've never had
the problem. So I used to be faint ly amused by Holly, you
know, she was always a true suffragette. Whenever I would come
back from a field tr ip af ter I was in another union, and we
would have a sort of exchange of the kinds of experiences we
had; and I wanted to share wi th her par t icu lar t r iumphs of
what I felt was a job well done, and she said, "Well, you did
wel l at i t , dear, because you're a woman." And I would laugh
at tha t , [ laughter ] What she meant was tha t she fe l t tha t I
had the sensitivity and responsiveness because I was a woman,
and I a lways t r ied to keep te l l ing her, "Look, i t ' s no t a male
or female character is t ic . There are people who have that k ind
o f s e n s i t i v i t y — o t h e r s t h a t d o n ' t — t h a t a r e r e s p o n s i v e t o
people 's needs and i t doesn ' t have a sex character is t ic . "

But I now real ize that the kind of society that we bui ld make
men so egotistic that they become sort of numbed to the nuances
which women early on are aware of, because since we're not so
much in the limelight, we sit back and observe more and we get
a s o r t o f a n i n t u i t i v e f e e l i n g a b o u t p e o p l e . I r e a l i z e t h a t
n o w. I d i d n ' t t h e n .

And Holly would....once her boss sort of took her down a peg.
We were sitting at a dinner once and he said to her, "Pass
the cream." And she was busy talking to me and she didn't hear
him. And he said, "Pass the cream" again and she didn't hear
h im. F ina l l y, the th i rd t ime he sa id , " I know why you ' re no t
passing me the cream. I t 's because I 'm a man, that 's why."
[ l a u g h te r ] Bu t t h i n k i n g a b o u t H o l l y, I b e g a n t o r e a l i ze t h a t
i t was gals l ike Holly, when i t wasn't easy to work in a man's
field. She was a newspaper woman with the Baltimore Sun and
she came on John L. Lewis' staff as a writer and also as an
organizer going around the Pennsylvania mountains. How much
harder it must have been.

I th ink tha t because o f the fac t tha t i n tha t pa r t i cu la r span
I f ound no d i f ficu l t y, I f ound no d i f ficu l t y becoming educa
t ion d i rector of the—not only the Telephone Workers [Union]
but also of the Insurance Workers [Union], and later I was
educat ion coord ina tor fo r a ten-year per iod , educat ion d i rec
to r f o r t he I n te rna t i ona l Un ion o f E lec t r i ca l , Rad io , and
Machine Workers. Then I tended to forget that there were many
women that, with equal amount of experience and knowledge, had
a much harder going. And it made me probably less responsive
to women's problems as such.
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INTERVIEWER: Because you didn' t feel that yoursel f?

W I E N C E K : Y e s .

25.

INTERVIEWER: Wel l , what about someth ing l i ke t rave l ing? I no t i ce tha t you
d id a great dea l o f t rave l ing , to conferences . . .

W I E N C E K : O h , s u r e . O f c o u r s e , c o n f e r e n c e s . T h a t w a s n o p r o b l e m e i t h e r
because I usually handled the conference, you see, I conducted
the conference. But as an organ izer, sure there was . You ' re
paid the same as a male organizer, but the places you can't
go—a guy at the end of his time that he organizes can go into
a bar. A woman better not, unless she's in the company of
another organizer, she bet ter not go in to a bar a lone. She 's
very vu lnerab le . I don ' t know how i t ' s now today, but i t was
that way then.

So a woman o rgan i ze r f unc t i oned s l i gh t l y d i f f e ren t l y. I go t
an apar tment instead of l iv ing in a mote l . I f I knew I was
going to be there three months, even i f I s tood to lose. . . .
i f I was suddenly reassigned elsewhere, i f I stood to lose a
month's rent, i t was st i l l worthwhi le to me to have some place
where I could cook a meal and invite some of my colleagues for
an evening meal. And that's how women organizers usually opera
ted—they didn' t do i t out of a motel room. They usual ly made
themselves a home base somewhere. And I think this is the
difference between the male organizer and the woman organizer.
Most women I knew did that, women organizers I knew did that.

INTERVIEWER: To whom were you reacting to—just the community at large or
to the male organizers?

W I E N C E K : O h , t h e c o m m u n i t y a t l a r g e , t h e c o m m u n i t y a t l a r g e , c e r t a i n l y.
Because you knew you were vulnerable and you knew that—parti
cu la r l y o rgan i z ing the Sou th—my God ! [ l augh te r ] I t was
bad enough....I remember being followed, in not so deep South,
when I was organizing telephone workers in Wheeling, West
Virginia, having the company pol ice fol low me everywhere
around I went. And in order to be able to v is i t my contact
I would park my car several blocks down and walk down and sort
of lose them walking around, and then I final ly cal led my
contact. But they would greet me and they would lower al l
their [window] shades when they talked to me. But if a woman
organizer frequented a bar, you can be sure that they would
ra ise a s t ink about th is , and i t would be a l l in the press
and all of that about the loose morals of the woman organizers.
So you 'd have to be ex t raord inar i l y ca re fu l . O f course , the
double standard would be that way.
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W I E N C E K : B u t m o s t l y, t h e m a l e o r g a n i z e r s a c c e p t e d t h e w o m e n . I w h a t
they're most afraid of—they want to know what kind of a per
son you were . I f you ' re w i l l i ng to ta t t l e on them i f they de
cided to goof off one day and go to the races instead of
o rgan iz ing—tha t k ind o f t h ing . I f you ' re m ind ing you r own bus i
ness, why, i t was pret ty okay.

INTERVIEWER: Well, what about working with the men, say, beer drinking
caucuses?

W I E N C E K : O h , y o u c o u l d h a v e t h a t . T h e r e ' s n o p r o b l e m t h e r e . I t h i n k
that there 's sor t of a camarader ie among organizers. I know
that when I had my apartment in Charlotte, North Carol ina, I
would inv i te the organizers for an occasional beer, and we'd
si t around and talk and there was no problem there. There's
no . . . . t he re i sn ' t any p rob lem the re . And I t h i nk mos t o rgan i
ze rs accep ted the fac t tha t g i r l s w i l l be g i r l s , and men w i l l
be men and j us t l e t i t a t t ha t . [ l augh te r ] Bu t t he re was a
sort of a mutual acceptance.

But you see, in organizing, most of the women organizers call
on women anyway and the men on men—there was that kind of a
t h i n g . T h e o n l y t i m e t h a t I d i d n ' t fi n d t h i s t r u e i s w h e n I
was organizing paper workers and organizing telephone workers
in Nor thern Cal i fo rn ia . I s topped a long the h ighway to orga
nize a cable spl icer or l ineman. That then was the only t ime.
But usually with texti le and paper you call on the women workers,
although I would call on male workers to build a committee.

INTERVIEWER: Well, the women that you were organizing, working for, working
w i t h—wha t we re t he i r l i f e s t y l es?

WIENCEK: You mean the women that I was organ iz ing w i th or those that I
t r i ed to o rgan ize?

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

We l l , b o t h .

We l l , t he i n t e res t i ng t h i ng i s t ha t I f ound t h i s ou t—and t ha t
stuck in my mind pretty much—that women are not free agents.
They always ask the husbands if they can join the union, i f
they should jo in the un ion. And a man rare ly sa id , " I 've got
to consu l t my w i fe . " Ano the r i n te res t i ng th ing I f ound ou t ,
too, is that sometimes a man who is a staunch union member,
often active as an officer in the union, bragged about how he
was a charter member and helped organize the union, would him
self not want to see his wife organized if she worked in a
plant, as he was afraid to lose that second pay check if they
found out that she was active in the union.
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WIENCEK: I know I had tha t expe r ience where , i n o rgan iz ing paperworke rs
i n P i t t s fi e l d , M a s s a c h u s e t t s , I t h o u g h t , " A h , a t l a s t , w e ' v e
got a good union member." And, God! The runaround I got from
this guy. Gee, I was wondering why i t was that his wife
wasn't act ive in the organizing dr ive, why she responded so
bad ly, and f ina l ly I d iscovered the reason—he d idn ' t want
her to expose herself and become vulnerable so she'd lose her
j o b .

INTERVIEWER: So, in that sense, a lso, how was your l i fe d i fferent f rom . . .

W I E N C E K : F r o m w h o m ?

INTERVIEWER: From these people, the people that you organized.

W I E N C E K : O h , v a s t l y d i f f e r e n t . I t w a s v a s t l y d i f f e r e n t n o t o n l y i n t h e
kinds of things you thought about, but also what your l i fe was
l i k e . M y g o s h , t h e d u l l n e s s o f a t e x t i l e w o r k e r s ' l i f e , g o i n g
to work i n t h i s ho r r i b le env i ronmen t , t he unce r ta in t y o f i t .
In one text i le mi l l , as soon as a person had five years '
s e n i o r i t y, t h e y ' d fi r e t h e m , p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e m e n . T h e y f e l t
tha t a f te r the fi f th year, i f they 'd h i re a person who was
young—maybe seventeen and got married when he was twenty-two—
he would then begin building a family and become more responsive
to unionization because he had to think about how he was going
to improve his lot working for that company. And they would
rou t ine ly fi re any ma le tha t was there over five years . The
stark terror of being found out—they wanted to respond to the
u n i o n , b u t t h e y ' r e a f r a i d .

I remember, in one tex t i le p lant I was t ry ing to organ ize, I
went to visit this gal—she was so proud of her aunt, who was
ac t i ve in the 1935 s t r i ke in tex t i l e , wh ich was ve ry v io len t ,
and how—when this cop who was beating the strikers with his
bi l lyclub—how she had, in anger, attacked him, used her um
brella and rammed him because he was beating some of the women
wi th h i s b i l l yc lub . And she landed , th i s ga l , he r aun t l anded
in ja i l . And I remember the pr ide wi th which th is ga l spoke
of and about her aunt. And yet when I tr ied to get her to sign
a card, she wouldn' t do i t .

So one time I was going through the file, and I found that her
husband was a member of the union, and this was something to
me that was incomprehensible. How is i t that a gal, who
speaks so glowingly of the contribution her aunt had made and
whose husband had joined, not join? So I said to her once,
"Well , your husband's a member. How is i t that you don't
join?" She looked as though she was struck dead. "You mean
my husband belongs?" You know what happened? She turned to
her husband. And I went back to her and I said, "How could
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W I E N C E K : y o u d o t h i s ? Yo u r o w n h u s b a n d ! " S h e s a i d , " Yo u d o n ' t u n d e r
stand anything, do you? Just a matter of t ime the company
found out that he was a member and I would be fired, too.
He'd be fired, I 'd be fired. And who would feed my k ids?"
And so to me, what seemed l ike a betrayal , was just was
really an act of heroism because she was protecting her kids,
you see, and the jobs are so far and few between.

People had to t ravel fi f ty mi les f rom one area to another
from a given area to get a job. You see, there'd be a tex
t i le mi l l about fi f ty mi les away and there 'd be another
one s ixty mi les away, and they'd t ravel back and for th in
the periphery of any amount of miles around there to get a
j ob—jobs we re no t t ha t p l en t i f u l . And i t was t hen I r ea l i zed
that workers considered that the employer was a benefactor,
giving a job, you see, and workers never though of them
se l ves as mak ing a con t r i bu t i on t o t he p rofi tab i l i t y o f t ha t
company. They thought o f themselves as benefic iar ies, o f
having a job g iven to them. And they real ly held onto that
job. And i f you once got fired f rom one plant , even though
i t was i l l ega l to b lack l i s t a worke r, the re was no th ing to
prevent an employer from call ing up another employer or tele
phone.... or one employer calling another one up and saying,
"Got an application from such-and-such a person and he says
he lived there and he worked for you. What do you say about
him?" So these workers hung on to that .

But th is exper ience shook me. I never again divulged the
fact, even if I knew that a spouse was a member of the union,
I never d ivu lged tha t . Very har rowing exper ience .

INTERVIEWER: What other barriers would you say existed for women to par
t i c i p a t e ?

W I E N C E K : F o r w o m e n t o p a r t i c i p a t e ? We l l , o f c o u r s e , t h e y w e r e n o t
f ree agents e i ther to . . . . They had to cook d inner. They
had to run home and cook dinner. There was child care, and
of course there was this double business of not only being
a wage earner, but also being a ful l-t ime housewife and
mother.

There was another barrier in which....sometimes a woman was
used sexually by the foreman, sometimes the husbands knew
about this. And this was another shocking thing to me—how
a husband could possibly to lerate his wi fe s leeping around
with the foreman. But that was the fact that jobs were few
and far between. They kind of had to hang onto a job... .
and that was.... this was common. When I thought of i t as a



WIENCEK INTERVIEW 29.

0 WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

unique exper ience and I ment ioned i t to other organizers, they
laughed and said, "This is a common phenomenon in the South.
T h e h u s b a n d s k n o w a b o u t i t f u l l w e l l . " [ l a u g h t e r ] B u t p r i
mar i l y i t ' s the doub le burden, you see, o f hav ing two fu l l - t ime
jobs rea l ly. And I 'd o f ten come in to a househo ld and find
that the husband worked at night, and the wife worked during
the day or vice versa, and that bed would have hardly cooled
off before the other one had to go to bed in i t .

How about the women activists?

Wel l , there were few, very few. Oh, you mean in unions? I f
there were, they were already past the chi ld-bear ing age.
There were some young women, but few. Most of them were
women who were middle-aged, and already had grown children or
e lse the youngest ch i ld a l ready a teenager. Even i f they
were workers before th is , they jus t d idn ' t have t ime wi th the
families, and working women more than middle-class women had
a deeper sense of gui l t about leaving the famil ies because
they're much more home-centered.

INTERVIEWER: I think maybe it would be a good idea if you could just run
down the history of your job experiences and your union
exper iences . I ga ther tha t inc luded no t on ly the te lephone
workers bu t tex t i l es , you sa id .

W I E N C E K : Ye s . We l l , w h e n I l e f t t h e Te l e p h o n e Wo r k e r s i n 1 9 4 7 , I w a s
on the organizing staff of the CIO—that was before the mer
ger of the AF of L-CIO, some five years before the merger.
And my job then, of course, was with the Telephone Workers
Organizing Committee, and that took me to West Virginia, then
took me to Northern California and Oregon, where I worked
pr imar i ly w i th the un ions which were d isaffected wi th Bei rne,
and this was the aftermath of the 1947 str ike in which,
al though set t led, was not the most successful—the str ike was
successful but the sett lement was not. Anyway, a number of
unions lef t i t so our work was pr imar i ly wi th these groups
tha t were then d isa ffi l ia ted f rom the Nat iona l Federa t ion o f
Telephone Workers.

0

That also took me to, in 1952, to organizing telephone workers
in New England, and I notice that Joyce Kornbluh has quite a
bit about the New England telephone workers. And she mentioned
Julia O'Connor whom I knew. In 1950, the telephone workers—
the CWA as it became known—affi l iated with the CIO, joined the
CIO, and the remnants of the staff which had been TWOC, which
was then CIO. Organizing was assigned there to assist, and I
was assigned to organizing them.
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WIENCEK: Wha t an i n t e res t i ng expe r i ence w i t h t hose o l d IBEW [ I n t e rna
t ional Brotherhood of E lect r ica l Workers] ga ls , because they
had part ic ipated in their 1925 str ike in which the IBEW had
let them down completely, never supported the str ike—they
had to car ry i t on themselves. And th is was an in terest ing
per iod, too, because apparent ly the influence of the Catho l ic
Church was very profound on the hir ing pract ices of the tele
phone company as well. As soon as a gal was married, she lost
her seniori ty and had to go down to the bottom of the seniori ty
l ist. I f she wanted to keep a job, she had to go down the
l ine r ight f rom the beginn ing—not in pay sca le, but in pen
s i o n e l i g i b i l i t y, v a c a t i o n c h o i c e , h o u r c h o i c e , a n d t h i s
affected a number of the o ld- t imers. In order to keep a job,
some of the older gals had decided to l ive wi th their consort .
I found when I made house calls, a number of them were living
together because they 'd lose the i r senior i ty and pension
rights. And this is among older women, not the young women,
but the o lder women. [ laughter ] And when I ment ioned th is
to some o f these ga ls , they 'd say, "Oh, tha t can ' t be ! " I
said, "I know! I know for sure because I 've come across them
many t imes." I 'd make a housecal l and here very v is ib le evi
dence of male masculine clothing, as though it belonged
hanging in the closet, as you see—you know, that kind of a
thing. And you knew something about the person you were
cal l ing on, and th is is what the effect was.

I don ' t know i f the te lephone company st i l l does that , but I
remember having to d is t r ibute ar t ic les f rom the U.S. Depart
ment of Labor on why women work because many of the telephone
operators were opposed to women working after they got married,
you see, at that t ime—as late as 1950—which seemed incredi
b l e .

INTERVIEWER: The operators themselves.

W I E N C E K : T h e o p e r a t o r s t h e m s e l v e s . A n d p a r t o f i t , I t h i n k , i s b e c a u s e
o f the fac t t hey were p r imar i l y Ca tho l i c g i r l s , and the i nfluence
of the Church on them. But the o lder gals—that was real ly
quite an experience—these old IBEW gals that formed the bulk
o f o u r o r g a n i z i n g e f f o r t s t o j o i n t h e C I O u n i o n . [ l a u g h t e r ]
We l l , i t was un ique . Tha t was in te res t i ng .

Another experience in organizing, which didn't have much to do
with te lephone workers but i t had some sort of ins ight into
the newness of women in industry. When I called on one woman
work ing in the Sou th , t r y ing to o rgan ize a tex t i l e m i l l , she
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W I E N C E K : k e p t s a y i n g , " B e f o r e I w a s i n p u b l i c w o r k , " a n d I d i d n ' t u n d e r
stand what she meant. I said, "What kind of publ ic work?"
She said, "I mean working for a feed store." And I began to
real ize that when she said, "publ ic work," she meant working
out in the public as being opposed to working on a farm, as
she used to be. And there was a change from the agrarian
soc ie ty to the newly indust r ia l ro le as a worker work ing for
a p lant and she ca l led that publ ic work. So that in terested me,
too, because that was a sort of insight because they never
worked in publ ic as such before. I thought she meant publ ic
work, working for our government.

Well, and then after my assignment with Telephone was over,
I was assigned for five years to Government and Civic Emplo
yees Union, where I was education director in a small union.
The Government and Civic Employees Union was a union that
took over the ju r i sd ic t ion le f t vacan t by the pub l i c workers
who were at that time Communist-controlled and were kicked
out o f the CIO. And th is inc luded organiz ing munic ipa l wor
kers, inc luded organiz ing federa l employees as wel l . And so
in a small union you get a chance to do a number of things.
And so I a lso had a st int at organiz ing hospi ta l workers at ,
fi rs t a t Howard Un ive rs i t y Hosp i ta l , and a l so a t S t . E l i zabe th ' s .
I d idn ' t know that St . E l izabeth 's was at that t ime one of
the la rges t menta l ins t i tu t ions , second on ly to the one in
B e r l i n .

INTERVIEWER: In the world?

WIENCEK: Mm-hmm. So I wo rked w i th o rgan iz ing hosp i ta l emp loyees , t oo ,
and t ry ing to get them to be a v iab le loca l un ion. A t tha t
par t i cu la r t ime, I thought tha t i f you cou ld teach workers
jus t the rout ine th ing to do to keep an organ iza t ion a l ive ,
that they 'd be ab le to do i t . And I rea l ized that was abso
lute ly a fa lse premise. I t depended a good deal on the i r
educational background. It depended a good deal on the kind
of work they did.

I found that there was a d i rect re lat ionship between the k inds
of things that people would do with their hands or do abstract
l y, as in a wh i te -co l la r j ob , tha t i t was ve ry hard to ge t
hosp i ta l emp loyees , fo r an examp le , to be se l f - su ffic ien t i n
p rocess ing g r ievances and hand l ing the i r own a f fa i rs . I found
they needed the services of a representative male more than most
ar t i cu la te and bet te r -educated groups. Th is was a d isappo in t
ment to the head of my union because he felt that this could
be done. This is how I sold him on an education program in the
un ion tha t he d idn ' t want . Bu t I fe l t tha t i f we cou ld make
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W I E N C E K : t h e m s e l f - s u f fi c i e n t , t h e y w o u l d d o t h a t . B u t I f o u n d t h a t
this was an utter ly false idea. There would be some kinds
of workers that would need intensive service and some others
who would not. I t depended upon the education level.

After I was through with that assignment, when the Government
and Civil Employees merged with [American Federation of]
State, County, and Municipal Workers, which is now a very
large growing union, I was assigned to Paperworkers Union, and
I did some organizing for them in the South and also some edu
cat ion work for them, d id conferences for them, t ra in ing
sessions. One experience I had while there was a short leave
of absence in which the CIO asked me to do a training session
for potash workers in Carlsbad, New Mexico. That was an
i n te res t i ng expe r i ence .

INTERVIEWER: I don't know what potash workers are.

WIENCEK: You know, they d idn ' t know un t i l Wor ld War I t ha t t he re was
all this potash in Carlsbad, New Mexico. They had been buy
ing i t from the Germans, and they found they had it r ight
undernea th the i r fee t i n the deser t a l l t h i s t ime . And how
beau t i f u l t ha t i s ! When t hey m ine i t , t he re a re so l i d
co lumns o f ind igo b lue s t reaked t rans lucent s tu f f , o r e lse
peach colored. When I went down in the mines, i t was really
b e a u t i f u l .

These workers were once organized by the United Mine and Smel
ter Workers, and they had detached themselves and joined the
Stoneworkers Union. And apparently the United Mine and Smelters
Union had come to the same kind of decision that I had, that
cer ta in types of workers would need in tens ive serv ice. And
I a l s o s t i l l o p e r a t i n g u n d e r t h e p r e m i s e t h a t t h e y c a n b e
taugh t . I t h ink ce r ta in ways , I t hough t tha t they cou ld be
trained to be stewards and to learn how to represent workers
immediately on the job. I had a class for them and one wor
ker says, " I can' t come tomorrow." And I says, "Why?" He
says , "My boss doesn ' t l i ke i t . " I sa id , "Why?" He says ,
"Wel l , I hear you've been exercising your gr ievances and I
d o n ' t l i k e i t . " [ l a u g h t e r ]

And so I had to explain to them about what the National Labor
Re la t ions Ac t sa id , tha t there sha l l be no in te r fe rence, no
coercion, you see, and explain to them what that meant. Next
time the boss says that to them, they're supposed to say,
"Look, the Nat ional Labor Relat ions Act says you can' t in ter
fe re in ou r un ion . I t ' s my r igh t to go to a s teward 's meet ing . "
[ laughter] So I had him stopped r ight dead, and he said,
"Well, the other union we had—all we needed to go to the
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WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

union office and tel l them what the gr ievance was about, they'd
write it up and everything for us and send down the business
agent . " And so that was the d i f ference, you see. So that was
one experience.

What about women's issues during that t ime? Were your part i
c u l a r l y i n v o l v e d w i t h . . .

No. The only union that had a women's department was the UAW
at that t ime, even at that ear ly t ime, you see. Most of them
did not. I don't know of any union except the UAW at that
time that had women's division, a women's department, and it
had i t fa i r ly ear ly. They began to rea l ize that women had
special problems. I know that when I was working for the
insurance agents—and that was in 1957, yes 1957, '58. I was
wi th tha t un ion '57 - '58 . I was a t tha t un ion fo r two years
o r g a n i z i n g , t o e d i t i n g t h e i r p u b l i c a t i o n . I l e a r n e d t o p u t
a paper toge ther. Twe lve pages I th ink i t was . And I learned
to wr i te fo r space ins tead o f pas t ing . I t was qu i te an
exper ience. [ laughter ] And you know what helped me? My ar t
exper ience and g raph ic a r ts . I l ea rned how to do i t v i sua l l y
for attractiveness and how to use photographs and to use a
var ie ty of spaces and use a var ie ty of ar t ic les in terms of
shape and so it would make an interesting layout. You know
that the newspaper is st i l l the same format when I intro
d u c e d i t ? [ l a u g h t e r ] A n d t h e n . . .

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

You mentioned about the Clerical Workers.

Oh yes. That was in Denver, and I was trying to get the
already organized insurance c ler icals wi th the Farmers Union,
to he lp o rgan ize o ther insurance c le r i ca ls . You see , the Far
mers Union had an insurance department in which they sold fire,
casua l ty, tha t k ind o f insurance to members . And the insur
ance clericals were organized there by the Insurance Workers.
And I thought that by getting some of them to assume some res
ponsib i l i ty and spearheading an organiz ing dr ive and using
the i r ass is tance , I cou ld do i t . Bu t I was there a year, and
I helped strengthen the local, but there was never any success
in reaching out for o ther insurance companies. They jus t
d idn ' t respond .

Then from there I went to the IUE. Before I went to the insur
ance workers, I organized hospital employees in Richmond,
V i r g i n i a ; h o t e l a n d r e s t a u r a n t w o r k e r s i n B a l t i m o r e . I U E
offered me a job as Assistant Educat ion Director, then I be
came Associate Education Director and I took it and I was
glad. I t was a union in which I felt very much at home, and
i t s ou t l ook , i t s po l i c i es and a l l o f t ha t I l i ked ve ry much .
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W I E N C E K : I t ' s o n e o f t h e b e s t u n i o n s t h a t I ' v e e v e r b e e n w i t h . I t
rea l ly fo l lowed the po l icy o f equa l pay fo r equa l work fo r i t s
women organizers, and it was a policy long in the union—equal
pay for equal work—and they attempted to get the.. . .subse
quently, i t has a woman's division, pioneered in women's
p rob lems . I t has a soc ia l ac t i on depa r tmen t , and i t i s pa r t i
cu la r ly s t rong in t ry ing to ge t the loca l un ions in compl iance
with the EEOC [Equal Employment Opportunity Commission] guide
lines and has done a very good job in this respect.

One pa r t i cu la r l oca l j us t s imp l y i gno red t he I n te rna t i ona l
Union's urgings and EEOC. Someone filed a complaint, and the
EEOC filed a sui t against them [ laughter] and so the Director,
Bi l l Gary, who happens to be black, says, "Serves you r ight.
Been t ry ing to te l l you that 's what you have to do. " And, o f
course, they examined the contracts to see there 's no discr i
m ina to ry p rov i s ions , espec ia l l y i n l ayo f f p rov i s ions where
women become the victims of layoff because of the fact that
t hey don ' t have p rope r p ro tec t i ons i n sen io r i t y. Bu t t hey ' ve
done a very good job in this respect.

0
INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

Wel l , what d id your job enta i l?

My job that was before they began with EEOC—1960-1970—my
job was to deve lop t ra in ing mate r ia l s . I d id a teach ing
syl labus for s teward t ra in ing. Then I d id one on speed read
ing , wh i ch i s no t qu i t e p rog ramming , bu t au to - i ns t r uc t i on . I
d id a s teward 's t ra in ing gu ide on au to - ins t ruc t ion tha t cou ld
be done at home or could be done in conjunction with steward's
t ra in ing . And then I p r imar i l y d id conferences and week- long
summer schools in conjunct ion wi th some univers i ty, e i ther wi th
Rutgers , Un ivers i ty o f Pennsy lvan ia , Un ivers i ty o f Connec icu t
s o m e t i m e s . T h a t ' s w h a t I d i d p r i m a r i l y. T h a t l a s t p a r t o f t h e
t ime I was there I developed a pamphlet on avai lable financial
aids for students when the Higher Education Act of 1965 was
passed. The IUE editum was called "IUE Member's Guide to
Co l lege Educa t ion F inanc ing . " A f te r I w ro te the gu ide , I i n
v i t e d t w e n t y - o n e i n t e r n a t i o n a l u n i o n s t o p a r t i c i p a t e , w i t h
opt ions to use thei r own impr int . The net resul t was that we
were able to issue 85,000 copies which the internat ional unions
cou ld e i t he r se l l a t t h i r t y - five cen ts pe r copy, o r use i n con
junc t ion w i th the i r scho la rsh ip p rog rams. Then I rev i sed the
pamphlet with some new sections for the AF of L-CIO Department
o f Educat ion. You see, many ch i ld ren o f workers th ink that a l l
you need to do is to apply for a scholarsh ip. That 's not the
way it's done anymore, you see. So they have to knov; about this.
And a lot of them didn't understand about the part family con
t r i bu t i ons p lay—what pa r t t he fam i l y had to pay fo r t he i r ch i l
d ren ' s co l l ege educa t i on . So I dea l t a l o t . And t hen t he
pub l i c sources .
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INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

These are the kinds of things they want?

Wel l , i t ' s no t so t rue now, bu t I fe l t tha t s teer ing a member 's
kid to sources of financial aid was tantamount to maybe a
five-cent per hour increase in the paycheck. Because the
parents wou ld have to cont r ibu te , less tha t i s i f they were e l i
gible and the kid was eligible too, they knew how to go about
i t . And so tha t was an impor tan t k i nd o f se rv i ce . So tha t ' s
one o f the th ings that I ' ve done in the la ter t ime.

Another th ing that I was sor t of proud of—I d id a ser ies of
loca l h is to ry and labor h is to ry w i th an IUE-Genera l E lec t r i c
loca l , d rawing on the i r own labor h is tory and sor t o f put t ing
i t in perspec t i ve w i th the same par t i cu la r t ime w i th labor
developments in that par t icu lar year. One of them—in 1925
there was a st r ike at the General Elect r ic p lant in Lynn,
Massachusetts, and i t was doomed to fai lure from the t ime i t
s tar ted . I t was a spontaneous s t r ike w i thout any a t tempt to
o rgan i ze i t f r om any o rgan i za t i on , j us t f r us t ra t i ons o f t he
workers there who had been left out. Well, i t was doomed to
fa i lure because of the fact that when the str ike began, the
mi l lw r igh ts had to go to the i r headquar te rs o ffice fo r he lp ,
and the oi lers had to go to another union for help, and the
mach in i s t s to ano the r un ion fo r he lp , the e lec t r i c ians to
another union for help, and none of these were coordinating
any efforts. And out of that came the knowledge that they had
to have an indust r ia l un ion.

And so they wrote to [William] Green, who was the President of
the AF of L , ask ing for an indust r ia l char ter, and i t was re
fused. So they then became very responsive to overtures by the
CIO—in that case the United Electr ical Workers who subsequently
were expelled from the CIO. The GE local union joined the
Internat ional Union of E lect r ica l Radio Machine Workers. One
of the loca l p res iden ts dug up the mater ia l i n the pub l i c l i b ra ry
about the 1925 str ike at this educat ion meeting, and presented
it. And what I did was take the same period and show what
happened on a national level, you see, what had happened in
that part icular t ime they had a company union, too, you see,
and how this was part of the post-war policy of making company
unions there. The interest ing resul t was that when some of
the o ld- t imers recounted th is s t r ike exper ience, the young
union members looked at their completely di fferent eyes at
these old codgers, you see, because they would just say, "Hey,
he's an old guy," you know. After the meeting I saw the young
people get together wi th these old-t imers and begin to recount
s t r i ke exper iences . Th is to me was so r t o f a l i v ing h i s to ry

r
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W I E N C E K : k i n d o f a t h i n g , y o u k n o w. I n e v e r h a d a n e x p e r i e n c e l i k e t h a t
before. Some of the things that they were doing now, in terms
of their own union, suddenly became alive because of the fact
that they found that others were at tempt ing to carry through
the same th ings—it was sor t of a cont inui ty of the exper ience.

One of the th ings, too, that I s t ressed was shor t ly a f ter a
s t r i ke o f our own there—I s t ressed tha t un ion h is to ry, o f
course, isn ' t someth ing that jus t happened in the d is tant
pas t , t ha t t hey ' r e c rea t i ng i t , t oo , you know, t ha t k i nd o f
a th ing . And i t was a very sa t i s fy ing exper ience . Tha t was
sort of the program that I carried on, sometimes upon the
invi tat ion of the local union, sometimes in a weekend con
ference or whatever.

One other kind of a thing that I did and I was sort of proud
o f i t , t o o , w a s i n t e r e s t i n g j u s t t h e s a m e . I r e a l i z e d t h a t
indus t r ia l workers , espec ia l l y e thn ic g roups there , had an
antagonism toward blacks and also not a very good understand
ing of why blacks find themselves in the si tuat ion where the
percentage of unemployment was higher, and why it is they get
stuck in ghettos. And especial ly our membership that was
I ta l ian, I r ish, who themselves had l ived in ghet tos once and
were able to raise themselves by their own bootstraps—who
could understand why blacks couldn't do the same thing. So
rea l i z ing th i s a t t i t ude coming ou t o f p rev ious con fe rences , I
fel t that i t was t ime to do a conference on sort of an urban
study conference—what is happening to ci t ies, what is happen
ing to housing, what is happening to the black s i tuat ion, and
why i t 's d i f ferent f rom the t ime thei r parents came over and
were able to hack it some way and went up the ladder, and how
blacks get stuck there because there is no demand for semi
sk i l l ed l abo r—tha t t hey ge t s tuck t he re .

So one of the guys from Penn State who's going to do the ses
sion and I knew that he had a short fuse, so I told the Rutgers
Universi ty people sort of to get h im to cool i t because our
people aren't going to be very good on this issue and they're
not going to know enough about it to begin with and also they
have the typ ica l a t t i tudes that the ethnic groups do about
b l a c k s . S o . . . . b u t t h a t i s n ' t w h e r e i t e r u p t e d . We h a d t h e
session, and they were responding fair ly well . We had some
young German trade unionists over from West Germany, and they
were very much interested in what was going on. When Mark
Brown, the instructor, was talking about some of the problems
about not gett ing enough money into the ci t ies for housing or
all kinds of things, he said, he did make a comment saying
that , " I t ' s because of the fact that so many mi l l ions are be ing
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WIENCEK: s i phoned o f f i n V i e t nam and du r i ng ou r pe r i od o f adve r t u r i sm
now, tha t we ' re not ge t t ing the he lp in to the c i t ies tha t we
should be." And, my God, the whole th ing erupted. A l l o f a
sudden, they wanted to know if he was a Communist and then they
reac ted ve ry v i o l en t l y. And t hen , i n t he even ing . . .

INTERVIEWER: The Germans?

WIENCEK: No, no , these are our own peop le who reac ted tha t way. Then,
in the evening, you usual ly star t your session—an evening
sess ion—with a song. They began to s ing a l l k inds of pat r io
t ic songs. And the next morning, the same thing. Then a
young German made a comment about Vietnam and they shut him
up. And the young Germans were very puzzled by this whole
reac t ion . . So one o f the guys tha t o rgan ized th is pa t r io t i c
fervor—I came to him and said, "You know, i t 's very puzzl ing
to the Germans and frightening to the Germans because many of
their own parents died in concentration camps, and they saw
the route that superpatr iot ism took them and extreme nat ional ism
took them. And they were very f r ightened by th is aspect of i t .
They couldn ' t qu i te understand what was tak ing p lace." Wel l ,
t he in te res t ing th ing i s tha t th i s ve ry leader o f th i s g roup sub
sequently became a very staunch anti-Vietnam person on the
convent ion floor of the IUE convent ion. That was one k ind of
expe r i ence tha t I had . I began to rea l i ze t ha t , a t t ha t
par t i cu la r t ime, tha t the fee l ings o f workers ran very deep ly
about Vietnam. Subsequent ly, they wear ied of the war.

The year I retired was my last conference and some of the wor
kers came and said, "When you leave will there by any more
i n s t i t u t e s ? " A n d I s a y s , " I d o n ' t t h i n k s o , " a n d t h e y s a i d ,
"Why?" I said, "For one th ing, we reach so few. For another
thing, I don't know why you want to be bothered with them any
way because you don't approve of the International Union's
pol icy on the matters of importance anyway. You're not with
the In ternat ional Union po l icy on prob lems on the c i t ies .
You're not with them on the quest ion of blacks . . . " And he
said, "Oh, but you shouldn' t g ive up so [ laughter] because
we ' r e l ea rn i ng a l o t abou t t h i s . "

And I began to rea l ize that they take a pos i t ion l ike that
sometimes to find out arguments to use. "You've helped us
a good deal. You don't know how far we've come." It was a
revelation to me! Because you never know, even though you
have the experiences l ike we had there with our group, for
an example, a mild comment l ike saying, "All the money's being
siphoned off to Vietnam which could be spent in the c i t ies,"
and having them react so violently, then to watch how that
changes in a short t ime. To the extent that you might be
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WIENCEK: respons ib le f o r i t , you neve r know. P robab l y no t . Bu t t hey ' ve
heard i t before and the next thing that comes along, which raises
a doubt about the wisdom of our presence there, it begins to
s i n k i n .

There was another one, an experience that I had with the IUE
in which—in th is b lack /whi te context , too, wh ich was very
interest ing. I t was at a summer school once in the Midwest—and
this was the first t ime my union had a black educator, labor
educator, and he was a very nice guy. And he was understandably
very nervous. He kept wanting to keep preparing about what he
was going to present . He was ta lk ing about—the big th ing then
was the McGovern p lan for bu i ld ing peact ime. . . .p lanning for
peac t ime indus t r ia l deve lopment , i ns tead o f concen t ra t ing a l l
on war. Of course, the ant ic ipat ion of that would, you know,
they were ant ic ipa t ing the Vie tnam veterans re turn ing , re turn ing
to nothing, to joblessness, which of course subsequent ly d id
happen. It was Samson's assignment to do the session that way
and he did a beaut i fu l job. And at the end of the session,
some of the whites that were very antagonistic on the black
issue came up and shook hands with him.

But before that happened, we had a session on school desegrega
t ion. And I got the groups s tar ted d iscuss ing th is , because as
wel l as the bread and but ter issues l ike s teward t ra in ing,
l o c a l u n i o n a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g , a r b i t r a t i o n ,
I also wanted them to be exposed to some facet of the kind of
t h i ngs t ha t f o rmu la te ou r un ion po l i cy a t conven t i ons . I f t hey
don't understand why the union takes the posi t ion of school
segrega t ion , desegrega t ion , they ' l l never be sympathe t i c to i t .
So we had th i s round tab le d i scuss ion ea r l i e r, l i t t l e d i scuss ion
groups—buzz groups—and I moved from one table to another, to
ano ther, to see i f they rea l l y go t s ta r ted and I d idn ' t want
to be appear ing to l is ten.

Later on, I came back and there was a white guy and a black
guy leaning across the table shouting at each other, and the
white guy was saying that there could be separate but equal
education, and the black guy says, "There's no such thing as
separate but equa l educat ion. " So I wa lked o ff very qu ick ly
and then came back to the black guy and I said, "How did you
make out?" "Oh," he said, "we made out fine. We had to
shout a t each o ther, ' bu t , ' I sa id to h im, ' I want to thank
you fo r express ing your op in ions so f rank ly. I t ' s on ly when
we re honest with one another that we can get some understand
ing. ' Then the whi te guy sa id to me, 'Thank you. I hope I
d idn ' t hu r t you r f ee l i ngs . ' " And I t hough t , a l l o f a sudden ,
" I be t t ha t ' s t he fi r s t t ime t ha t wh i t e guy ' s eve r t hough t
any colored guy could have feel ings."
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WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

Later, the next morning at breakfast , I saw th is b lack guy
sit t ing by himself and I said, "Do you mind i f I have break
fast with you?" And he said, "No." So I found when he was
ta lk ing, h is enunc ia t ion was so cr isp and so prec ise. So I
was curious about him. He was from an IUE local in Indiana
polis. And I said, "Where do you come from?" He says,
"Alabama." I said, "You must have been quite young when you
came here, came to the Midwest." "No," he said. " I was
a l ready twenty. " I sa id , "But you don ' t have a t race o f a
sou the rn accen t . " He says , " I wo rked a t i t . "

And I suddenly remember myself living in Chicopee, Massachu
se t ts , l i v ing in a Po l i sh communi ty, t r y ing very hard no t to
have a Polish accent. And then we discovered one day that we
spoke Eng l i sh be t te r t han the "Amer i cans . " [ l augh te r ] And
we used to cal l them "the Americans." And I thought of th is
s imi la r exper ience wi th th is b lack , you see, who is t ry ing to
speak the language properly and precisely, and I thought of
our exper ience, as chi ldren of immigrants.

Wel l , ass imi la t ion is the same.

Yes . Tha t was qu i te a guy. I was th ink ing tha t i t t ook an
awful lo t to be able to say th is to th is whi te guy. The com
posure he had, and yet the concern, too. He must have been
quite a guy.

When would you say that you were most involved, most active
wi th the un ions, a t what per iod in your l i fe?

Well, of course, the Telephone Workers because, you see, i t
was a sort of a heavy experience of building something from
scratch, you know. Or almost. And the knowledge that what
ever we do, others wil l be stuck with on the basis of prece
d e n t , y o u k n o w. [ l a u g h t e r ] T h a t ' s r e a l l y q u i t e a h e a v y
experience, knowing that. Then, of course, I was most deeply
involved then, more than any other t ime.

Of course, in 1946, you know, I was appointed—the memorandum
here men t i ons t ha t I was appo in ted t o t he . . . . t o t he a f fi l i a
t ion commit tee. I t was t rue I was the only woman on i t . But
when [Joe] Beirne appointed this committee, in response to the
pressure from the president and from the NFTW California Local,
I can ' t reca l l th is man's name. I can see h im. . . .he was
formerly an old IBEW man, he had the. . . . in Cal i fornia where
he came from the telephone installers once were organized by
the IBEW, and this man knew the value of affil iat ion with a
major labor organizat ion. He fe l t the t ime had come for us
t o e x p l o r e i t .
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WIENCEK: So a committee was formed and we went to Joe Bierne, who was
pres iden t o f the un ion a t tha t t ime , fo r ou r i ns t ruc t ions on
a ffi l i a t i on . He to ld us tha t he had se lec ted a p ro -C IO
committee, and we could do with the report, or with our find
ings, whatever we wanted to do, but he knew that despite that,
that we would be object ive in our findings.

Well, we wrote to the AF of L and we talked to the Director of
Organizing—an old former mine worker with an arm cut off,
Frank Fenton—and he told us that al l that could be offered to
us was a department status under the IBEW, which meant that we
would have only had a fraction of a vote, would not have had a
fu l l vo te . And the same k ind o f th ing that Ju l ia O 'Connor
talked about, you see, the same status. And we said, "Wel l ,
look, we have 200,000 telephone workers to deliver and we don't
th ink tha t we wou ld be sa t i sfied w i th tha t k ind o f s ta tus . "

When we went to the CIO, the reception was entirely different.
The Director of Organizat ion, Al len Haywood, took pains to
find out what part of the country we were f rom. He invi ted
the reg iona l d i rec tors f rom those sect ions o f the count ry to
sit in on our discussion. We were shown around the CIO head
quar te rs . We saw a bus t le o f ac t i v i t y where , in con t ras t ,
the AF of L was like a mausoleum—hardly anyone around, you
know. And we were very much impressed by the vitality of
everything we saw around us. And we got commitments from the
Director o f Organizat ion that we would be granted In ternat ional
Union s ta tus i f we chose to a ffi l ia te . And we knew that the
American Communications Association [ACA] then had the charter
f o r o rgan i z i ng t e l ephone wo rke rs . They we re , I t h i nk . . . . t he
West Coast was the only unit they had and that was an indepen
dent company. And the ACA, in promise for financia l assistance,
d i d s u r r e n d e r t h e j u r i s d i c t i o n .

So we wrote our report, and I was feel ing—and I stated so—that
our report would be meaningless unless we also spelled out the
consequences of not affil iating and what would happen to us.
A n d a t fi r s t t h e y d i d n ' t w a n t t o a c c e p t t h i s . T h e y s a i d , " I
think all we need to do is to make our report on the basis of
what we found and le t i t res t a t tha t . " And I sa id , "No,
because we ought to have some recommendation. Any committee
worth its salt ought to have some sort of recommendation on a
course of act ion. " And I suggested that the course of act ion
had to be on whichever organization we selected—AF of L or
CIO—the course of act ion had to begin a condit ioning of the
m e m b e r s f o r a f fi l i a t i o n , t h e v a l u e o f a f fi l i a t i o n , w h a t n o t , w h a t
advantages there would be.
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W I E N C E K : S o t o k e e p i t f r o m b e c o m i n g a m i n o r i t y r e p o r t , t h e a f fi l i a t i o n
committee did accept my suggestions on—I was going to fi le a
m ino r i t y r epo r t . I t d i d i nc l ude a so r t o f f o rewa rn ing o f wha t
would happen i f we fa i led to a ffi l ia te wi th the AF of L or
CIO. Of course, we did mention the fact that by remaining in
dependent we would be isolating ourselves from the experience
of the labor movement, and also any form of participation and
del iberat ions of the labor movement. And then I ment ioned
that we also would be vulnerable to raids which did happen.
And then I mentioned also that we could not withstand a major
nat ion-w ide s t r i ke w i thout some d isas terous e f fec ts w i thout
support from the rest of the labor movement.

You know, that report became buried. They decided not to dis
t r i b u t e i t , e x c e p t t o t h e o f f i c e r s — l i k e t h a t O f f i c e r s ' C l u b
that I told you about that was composed of the officers of the
div is ion—that was al l and i t just smoldered away. But how
prophetic these things became that we mentioned in the report!
We did not surv ive the 1947 str ike—it was a disaster. We
cer ta in ly made ourse lves vu lnerab le to ra ids—IBEW cer ta in ly,
and certainly from the Telephone Workers Organizing Committee
later, of which I was to be a part . And these are qui te pro
p h e t i c t h i n g s .

Well, after the Telephone Workers Organizing Committee was
formed, I s t i l l wasn' t sure I wanted to go wi th them, but the
Director of Organization of the CIO came to me and he said,
" I th ink you have an obl igat ion. You've worked hard about
t h e c o n c e p t o f a f fi l i a t i o n a n d i t ' s e v i d e n t t h a t t h e r e ' s n o t
enough s i nce r i t y a t a l l i n a f fi l i a t i on . " You see , t hey d ropped
i t l i ke a ho t po ta to—af f i l i a t i on—because t he Sou thwes t
Div is ion o f the Te lephone Workers d id not want to a ffi l ia te .
They wanted to remain independent. But Beirne did not commu
nica te to the AF o f L o r the CIO tha t the i ssue o f a ffi l ia t ion
was dead. Then came our 1947 strike. And in many, many
communi t ies , th is was the f i rs t s t r ike that the communi ty—
any of these communities—had seen of any kind, you know, when
the Telephone Workers struck nationwide, this was in 1947.
And so the CIO, to their credit, said, "What can we do to help
you people? This is going to be a real disaster unless we do."
I said, "Wherever you can, offer the use of sound trucks. Get
them acquainted on how to use community services of one kind
or another. Get he lp , because i t looks l i ke a long one. "
I t was—it was over a month- long str ike.
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WIENCEK: Shor t ly a f ter that I le f t to go wi th the Telephone Workers
Organization Committee and then, of course, from there to
the CIO Organizing Department, and then to the AF of L-CIO
Organizing Department, where I was unti l I went to the
until I got caught in an economy move. When they merged in
1955, they expelled the Teamsters Union, and that meant a
loss in severa l mi l l ion do l la rs o f per cap i ta dues, so they
had to cur ta i l the southern organ iz ing dr ive . So they dropped
one hundred organizers. And although I was one of the few
women—I think I was the only woman on the staff—I also got
la id off . And about two months la ter, the Insurance Workers
Union offered me a job, and that 's where I went. And then
from there to the IUE.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

0

I'm cur ious. Who bur ied the repor t?

Beirne. Wel l , I understood, even then, even though I thought
that i t was a p i ty, because we d idn ' t say we ought to a ffi l ia te .
We didn't say, "Join the CIO or join the AF of L." We only
s a i d t h a t y o u h a v e t o b e g i n c o n d i t i o n i n g f o r a f fi l i a t i o n . I
can understand why Beirne decided to do that. For one thing,
he didn' t have the organizat ional machinery with which he could
implement a thing, because the organization was pure mush in
the structure that we inher i ted from the telephone companies.
I t was an ac tua l s t ruc tu ra l d isas te r—i t wou ld be imposs ib le
to implement a damn thing.

Some of the divisions were pro-CIO: Michigan was, both the
Telephone Traffic group and the telephone cable spl icers and
the cen t ra l o f f i ce repa i rmen—they were fo r i t . Oh io was .
The South.. . . the Southern Divis ion was, not the Southwest,
but the Southern Division was. So there was some support for
i t .

But with others, they began immediately to think in the same
react ion as they reacted about the need for structural change,
what was going to happen to their l i t t le kingdoms, you know,
and the leadersh ip posts that they 've a l ready estab l ished.
And the opposit ion came from primari ly the same sources; the
same people, the same kind of people, same reaction. That was
why it was buried. And Beirne knew that he wasn't able to do
i t . He a lways sa id tha t he was p ro -C IO. I be l i eve h im. Bu t
he fel t that they ought to go to affi l iate when they were good
and ready. Some of us , par t icu lar ly me, d idn ' t th ink that
h is tory a l lowed them that luxury.
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W I E N C E K : A n o t h e r t h i n g I m e n t i o n e d i n t h e r e p o r t , s a y i n g t h a t w e w o u l d n ' t
be able to stem the exodus from the Telephone Workers because
the independent union status would no longer be acceptable to
a number of our people because they would want to be identified
with a larger labor movement, because so many of them had
re lat ives in other un ions and they could see the d i f ference.
Wel l , that 's exact ly what happened. There were others that
joined the IBEW, joined ACA—American Communications Association-
and joined us, the Telephone Workers Organizing Committee. So
that was happening.

Final ly, a t one per iod—I th ink i t was in 1949—there was an
Executive Board meeting of the CWA, at which the Board voted
against Bei rne and voted to a ffi l ia te by 1950. There was not
only a commitment for organizat ional s t ructura l change, but
also a t imetable which they met. I t 's a good union, a very
l i v e l y u n i o n . I ' v e a l w a y s h a d a s o r t o f a b i t t e r s w e e t f e e l i n g
about having to leave v.he Telephone Workers because, you see,
I spent so much of my l i fe in i t and effor t in i t , but some
times you have to do the kinds of things you think must be done.

I o f ten though t . . . .oh , one o f the th ings too . . . . the reason why
I went to TWOC is the commitment of [Allen] Haywood*, saying
that the ra id ing operat ion was only a tact ic to get the Tele
phone Workers—the CWA as a whole—to come in, and that there
was no intent ion of bui lding a r ival Telephone Workers Union
through the Telephone Workers Organizing Committee. In fact,
I know that there were pressures by some of the unions that
joined the TWOC to form a permanent organization and Haywood,
the D i rec to r o f Organ iza t i on , kep t s tav ing them o f f . I be
l ieved him and that 's one reason that I went over, and I often
thought o f ta lk ing to Be i rne about th is , and d iscuss ing th is
with him. I never saw him, except for one brief moment once
and another occasion when I went. . . .at the dedicat ion of the
Headquar ters o ffice. I t was a very f r iend ly, very warm meet ing
and I knew the war was over [ laughter], you know. But I del i
berate ly avoided any contact wi th any of the unions af ter that ,
because I wanted no impression of in ter ference or influencing
anyone. So I cut my t ies off complete ly.

INTERVIEWER: And what happened to the TWOC?

W I E N C E K : W e l l , t h e T W O C w h e n t h e C WA d e c i d e d t o a f fi l i a t e , t h e
TWOC was merged with the CWA—that's what Haywood intended
doing r ight along and this is the reason that I came over
to TWOC.

* CIO Director of Organizat ion.
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INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

How was your personal l i fe a ffected by in tense act iv i ty in
the unions?

We l l , I don ' t know. I t h i nk , oh my gosh , i t en r i ched i t .
How could it not? It enriched it because I became aware
of al l k inds of things that never crossed my mind before.
I t opened up al l k inds of interests. And the leaving NFTW
was a tremendous emotional wrench. It was a long time after
tha t I s t i l l f e l t bad ly abou t i t . Bu t you do what you know
you have to do . And fina l l y a f te r I t hough t abou t th i s bus i
ness of d iscussing wi th Beirne, I thought , "What the hel l?
What does it matter anyway, you know?" It 's an accomplished
f a c t , t h e y ' r e i n t h e C I O , e n j o y i n g i t , a n d fi n a l l y t h e
AF of L-CIO and Beirne played a very prominent role—for
awhile they talked about having Beirne becoming the successor
to Meany, until he stood for McGovern and that ended that,
[ laughter] I was so pleased to see him do that.

Wel l , what other sorts of community and pol i t ical groups were
you involved wi th?

None. Actually, being in the trade union movement, you make
i t you r l i f e and tha t ' s a t o ta l l i f e , you see , i t becomes
your to ta l l i fe , par t ia l l y because you have to be mob i le .
You're always assigned, here, there, and everywhere, and so
you do that . Now al l the k ind of th ings that I used to say
t o o u r l o c a l u n i o n s a c t i v i s t s a b o u t i d e n t i fi c a t i o n w i t h t h e
community, I 'm just now doing because I've never had the time
t o .

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

Ruth, you remarked the other day that you've known, since you
were fi f teen , tha t you wou ld become a un ion ac t i v i s t . Why
do you say fif teen?

Well, I suppose that's because you became aware of what was
happening all around you, and the philosophy and your poli
t ical bel iefs of your parents had some sort of impact, and
somehow I knew that I'd have something to do with the labor
movement in some capacity or another. I told you that one
of the things that both my parents bel ieved in was in the
inevi tabi l i ty of change and the importance of change, and that
each person should have a feeling of not only being able to
meet i t , but change that was real ly good—should help to imple
ment i t . So, somehow or another I knew that I 'd be act ive—
whether i t was in the radical movement as a social ist , or
whether it was in the trade union movement, I had yet to know.
But in that way I had a conviction that in some way I'd be
concerned with the destiny of workers.
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W I E N C E K : Yo u h a v e h e r e a v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g o u t l i n e — t h e e f f e c t o n u n i o n
of the Depress ion. Wel l , dur ing the Depress ion years , o f
course, there was a company union, controlled by the Michigan
Bell Telephone Company, as a basic tenet or philosophy of
Vale—I believe his first name was Theodore—who was one of
the Vice-Presidents of AT & T—and who, after 1925, formulated
the doctrine of company unionism as a way of letting people
le t o f f a l i t t l e s team, bu t ye t no t enough to rea l l y i nfluence
their working condit ions and wages.

I don t think that the lesson was lost upon us during Depres
sion years. The te lephone company didn ' t a lways fo l low
seniority when it had to reduce the force, and we found people
of long service having to be let go and people of rather recent
service being retained. That made us, I bel ieve, much more
responsive to doing something with our unions. And this was
the period where there was an unsuccessful attempt to organize
the auto workers and, after al l , this is the area in which you
funct ion in Michigan—in which this had impact upon us. The
failure of the organization of the auto workers was due to the
fact that they at tempted to organize the indust ry on a craf t
basis. And the unions had not learned yet the lesson of union
iz ing on an industry-wide basis , and th is is prec ise ly why
the a t tempt to un ion ize fa i led .

Then came the New Deal. And, of course, the Wagner Act was
passed, which was an offshoot of the NRA, the National Reco
very Act, which attempted to set standards for minimum wage
and maximum hours, and, of course, was subsequently proved to
be unconsti tut ional. But the telephone company was one of
the companies that had the NRA eagle symbol posted there, but
it was not yet i l legal to have company unions.

In a company union, what occurs is that the employer sits on
both s ides o f the barga in ing tab le . They se lec t the leaders .
They discourage workers from voting for whom they consider
t roublemakers, people who constant ly ra ise quest ions. And
the telephone workers learned that with that kind of an appa
ratus they could never have any voice in their own destiny.

When the New Deal came and finally out of the failure of the
NRA came the Wagner Act which specifically stated that there
should be no inter ference by the employer in the sel f -unioniza
t ion o f workers , no in te r fe rence in the conduc t o f the i r
organizat ion, nor any repr isa l or coerc ion because of the
workers' desire to have their own union.
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WIENCEK: What occurred then, too, was the very adroit move by the tele
phone company at that part icular t ime—and this appeared to
have happened practically everywhere at the same time—the
telephone companies would hire a lawyer to advise us how to
be in compliance with the National Labor Relat ions Act whi le
st i l l remain ing an independent un ion.

So what the company did was tell us it was no longer legal for
us to meet on company premises because that would be a form of
support . We no longer could use the Bel l Telephone stat ionery
because that would be an index of support. So we had to have
our own meeting place, and the telephone companies withdrew
thei r act ive contro l and guidance of the union.

There was, o f course, the firs t nat ional te lephone workers
conference—the word "convention" wasn't used because there
was no sense o f convent ion w i th rank-and- f i le par t i c ipa t ion—
but the officers of these company unions would meet. There
was a clause there which was debated very vigorously. The
clause was that independent unionism would forever be inviolate.
So whoever stuck in that clause was consciously—probably a
company lawyer—who would try to prevent the inevi table, te le
phone workers a ffi l ia t ing w i th a ma jo r labor o rgan iza t ion .
A n d , i n t h a t w a y, w h i l e n o t v i s i b l y c o n t r o l l i n g , s t i l l c o u l d
prevent unionism, bona fide unionism, f rom developing.

I mentioned to you before that what occurred was that as the
new telephone leaders emerged, and they attempted to repre
sent the telephone workers, they found two serious obstacles.
One was the telephone workers themselves had been so condi
tioned by the telephone companies not to respond to unionism
that they had a hard t ime gett ing the telephone workers to
act in their own behal f . Then, at the same t ime, they found
that w i th the i r f r iends and re la t ives who were ac t ive in the
labor movement—either in AF of L unions or in CIO unions—
that the leaders of these unions considered them company
unions and were very d isdainfu l . So th is brought about a
sor t o f a ch ip-on- the-shoulder k ind o f a fee l ing on the par t
o f t he un ion i s t s t he re .

By 1946, they rea l ized that rea l ly the bas ic s t rength o f
organ ized labor is the ab i l i t y to w i thdraw the labor power,
and this is precisely how the telephone workers phrased i t .
They d idn ' t say "s t r i ke , " t hey j us t euphemis t i ca l l y desc r ibed
i t as the r igh t to w i thdraw the labor power, you know. [ laughter ]
But they discovered that they had to do i t . They began to act
in concert. And, of course, when the New Deal came, telephone
workers had just a few years to go before World War II was
declared and then there was the hand of government control over
the f reedom of unions to str ike.
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WIENCEK: I remember a t one o f our na t iona l con fe rences [a round 1944-45 ]
we debated whether or not the telephone unions should reserve
or should also follow the suit of the AF of L unions and CIO
unions by giving no-strike pledges. To show you how far we
had come and how much thinking there had become in the mean
time, I am proud to say that the telephone workers stand was
against g iv ing a no-st r ike p ledge, and the reason for i t was
they said, "Look, out of our company union past we've expected
to do th is anyway and beside that , for the benefit of fu ture
generat ions we don' t know how long Wor ld War I I is going to
las t . For the benefit o f workers to fo l low us, we have no
r i gh t t o g i ve away th i s r i gh t . " I t hough t t ha t t ha t was a ve ry
astute posi t ion at that part icular t ime, when many of the CIO
unions and many of the AF of L unions were tumbling over each
o ther to be the pa t r io t i c zea lo ts who ve ry w i l l i ng ly su r ren
de red the r i gh t t o s t r i ke . The re we re two t imes , i n f ac t , i n
'46 and '47, when the telephone workers did str ike.

The period during the war, during the wage and price control,
was a difficult one. The employer was very happy about wage
control because whenever we went in to negotiate a wage in
crease, they'd always very pompously state, "Well , you know,
we'd love to give i t to you but the government won't let us
do it." And so what we had to do is to prove, to learn how
to use the Bureau of Labor Statist ics. We had to learn how
to go out and take a wage survey. We had to learn how to
survey cost of l iving in our own communities. And so we had
to document our case, and we learned to do this. And so with
every time that we went to negotiations, at the same time we
prepared a brief for the War Labor Board, in which we had to
prove the jus t ificat ion fo r our demands.

And, o f course, there were many jus t ificat ions. One of them
was that the telephone company had tradi t ional ly underpaid.
It didn't have to meet the standards. Perhaps among the
te lephone cab le sp l i ce rs , the cen t ra l o ffice repa i rmen , the
insta l lers—they could at least be compared to the metal t rades
and they based their wage evaluat ion on that . But the te le
phone company would always compare. They said, "There is no
comparabi l i ty." So they wanted to compare our wage rates
w i t h o u r s e l v e s , w i t h t h e i n d u s t r y i t s e l f .

At firs t , when we t r ied to break that down, they sa id, "Wel l ,
you're more comparable to breadwrappers or to unski l led fi le
c le rks . " Or then they wou ld say, "o r to fac to ry worke rs . "
And we pointed out that the factory workers were gett ing far
more, substant ial ly higher wage rates than we did without
having to wait fourteen years to reach the top. And we had
to prove that .
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WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

We then got the U.S. Department of Labor [around 1944] to
conduct a job eva lua t ion o f the te lephone opera tors ' sk i l l s—
how long it would take to reach the top and what her capaci
t ies were. The Department of Labor said i t should not take
fourteen years, but two years to reach the maximum faci l i ty
to be a te lephone operator—long d is tance, perhaps a l i t t le
longer. Bu t , in any case , these are the k ind o f th ings tha t
we did to bolster our cases before the War Labor Board.

Wel l , for instance, how did you go about doing that , get t ing
the Department of Labor to make that kind of evaluation?

Women's Bureau. We contacted the Women's Bureau and we said,
"Look, we're having a heck of a time and we think that the
telephone company is wrong in making comparisons with bread-
wrappers , we ' re no t c la im ing tha t we ' re the h igh ly sk i l l ed
workers, but we are c la iming that our job is at least semi
sk i l l ed . There i s too long a per iod in wh ich you have to . . . .
an apprent iceship per iod, real ly, in which you have to reach
the top ra te . We th ink i t shou ld be cons iderab ly shor te r.
We'd l ike to have you make a job evaluation." So they did.
And then they final ly came out with the premise that ours
was equal to a stenographer. The job of a telephone operator
was more comparable to that of a stenographer, as a secretary,
but not a pr ivate secretary. And th is was the basis on which
they made the appraisal.

Who would have made that decision to go to the Department
of Labor?

W I E N C E K : O h , t h e u n i o n l e a d e r s , t h e u n i o n l e a d e r s d i d y o u s e e . B y
"we," I mean the leaders. I mean a person l ike Fran Smith
who was President of the Michigan Telephone Traffic Union.

Of course, we had the advice of the AF of L and CIO unions
around then who said, "Well, look, use the Department of
Labor. That 's what i t ' s fo r. " We had long ago learned how
to use the Bureau of Labor Statist ics' Consumer Price Index,
and ut i l ized the market basket type of appraisal on the
fami ly buy ing hab i ts a t tha t t ime.

So what we did was we'd localize it, and the telephone company
a t t h a t t i me a l so p a i d a d i f f e re n t i a l o n t h e b a s i s o f l o ca l i t y.
For example, a ci ty l ike Detroi t would rate a higher wage rate
than a c i ty l ike Pont iac. They were what they cal led geographi
ca l d i f fe ren t ia l s . And we a t tempted to p rove tha t the cos t o f
l iving in a medium-sized city was every bit as expensive because
nobody ever walked to work any longer and that housing, because
of the shortage during war years, was just as expensive in a
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W I E N C E K : s m a l l e r c i t y l i k e P o n t i a c , M i c h i g a n , t h a n i t w a s i n a l a r g e
c i ty. And we wou ld take compar isons in the super. . . .we l l ,
at that t ime supermarkets were just beginning to come in—
but in the grocery stores on key products, and we would then
judge, from the point of v iew of what the rents cost, what
c loth ing costs were, what t ransportat ion costs were, and
that kind of thing, and we found there wasn't much difference.
And part icularly we found, in the brand goods.... there was
not one iota of di fference in, you see, between a car, a
Pontiac or a Ford being sold in Pontiac, Michigan, as there
was in Detroit . And the same with a package of Rinso. So
these were universal pr ices. And as for rents, we found not
that much di fference anyway. So these are the kinds of th ings
that we did.

I ment ioned our stand on the r ight to str ike dur ing the war.
Then I mentioned to you before about the strike in 1946,
which was in sympathy with the Ohio and Washington, D.C.
te lephone workers . Th is was the fi rs t k ind o f response tha t
the telephone workers had to each other. They were so iso
lated because of the company union status—even though they
met in national conference, they just never had responded
to each other's need before—this is a wholesome kind of a
thing. They learned what a picket l ine meant, and they
thought tw ice before they 'd cross the p icket l ine o f another
o r g a n i z a t i o n , t o o .

Dur ing th is whole per iod i t was my role in the union—I th ink
th i s i s t he pa r t i cu l a r t h i ng t ha t I b rough t t o i t , mo re t han
competency, and more than -technical know-how—at least I
brought to the telephone workers, at least I at tempted to do
so in my conferences—is to es tab l ish a sor t o f ident i ty w i th
the rest of the labor movement. Jack Barbash mentions i t
in one of h is books—I can' t recal l the name of the book—
but I recognized the telephone workers were so shut off from
the mainstream of labor that the k ind of ethical values which
were current among unionists were completely foreign to them.

For an example, I was told that what I had to do was to give
a s teward t ra in ing c lass. You know, a d iscuss ion leader
learns to evaluate where her group is at any part icular t ime
and the i r own develop ing understanding. Wel l , a f ter a few
such feelers, I began to real ize that these things are com
pletely unknown by the telephone workers, so I had to rol l
up my sleeves and we had to discuss such simple things as
ethics in the labor movement: what a picket l ine means, why
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W I E N C E K : y o u d o n ' t c r o s s i t , w h y i t i s t h a t i f y o u h a v e a n i n t e r n a l
union dispute you don' t run to the press to ai r i t out , how
you try to resolve those problems within, and how you don't
tat t le on a fe l low worker, you see, because of the fact that
you have a sort of a sense of responsibi l i ty toward him—
al l these k inds o f e th ica l va lues tha t a un ion is t deve lops
in to another. . . .why you don ' t c ross the p icke t l i ne o f ano
ther union, and these values.

Dur ing th i s t ime , i t was p rec i se l y t h i s k i nd o f t h i ng tha t
we did. Where our own people didn't have the knowledge of
how to ut i l ize the Bureau of Labor Stat ist ics, we would have
somebody down from Bureau of Labor Statistics that would
talk to us and tell us what the Bureau had to offer and how
it could help in negotiations and how the Women's Bureau
could help. And then, of course, we had other unionists
talk ing on how to maintain a picket l ine, how to keep i t
going, how to establish a soup kitchen, how to spell each
other, how to handle the press, how to get your own message
to the community, how you establ ish contact with the various
community agencies when, because of the strike, someone can't
ge t medic ine fo r a s ick ch i ld . These are the k ind o f th ings
that we learned to do dur ing th is per iod.

Now in the postwar period—and I mentioned to you that i t
began already in 1945, when the telephone workers were
beginning to say, "Why don' t we affi l iate?" and by '46 such
a committee was established, and I told you that I was a mem
ber o f i t . We were ca l led a rank -and-fi le commi t tee , bu t
that was so ludicrous because none of us were rank-and-filers
whatsoever. Here was one man who was the president of
Indiana Telephone Workers Union, another one who was a presi
dent of the Southern Telephone Workers Union which covered
an area of nine states, and st i l l another one was in Ohio,
and I was the Educat ion Director of the Nat ional Federat ion
of Telephone Workers—we were by no means rank-and-file.

We already had a sophist icat ion, and our findings were qui te
di fferent than a rank-and-file commit tee would make, as a
result, because by then we began to look at structure, we
began to look at services that the two major labor bodies
would have been able to offer us, and how we would fit in,
what kind of representation we would have, what kind of help
the nat iona l organ izat ion cou ld o f fe r to us—these are the
kinds of quest ions that we were asking. And i t was precisely
in this postwar period in 1946 and for these reasons that we
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WIENCEK: went to both the AF of L and CIO, and I mentioned to you our
meeting with both the AF of L and CIO.

What I d idn ' t ment ion to you was that to pac i fy the s t i l l
cons iderab le sen t iment o f par t o f the o fficers o f the var ious
d iv is ions—because th is i s what they were ca l led—who s t i l l
were for independent unionism, we did have a meeting with
John L. Lewis, who at that t ime already had left the CIO,
you see, because the CIO had refused to support [Wendell L.]
W i l l k ie , and he had go t ten in to some d i f ficu l t i es w i th
Roosevel t , and so s ince the CIO didn' t support Wi l lk ie, he
left the CIO. Then he went back to the AF of L, and when the
Taft-Hartley Act was passed, he was so bowled over by the
AF o f L cap i tu la t i on to the pun i t i ve p rov i s ions o f t he Ta f t -
Har t ley Act , that he le f t and said, "The AF of L is a l l neck
w i t h h a i r g r o w n o v e r i t . W e d i s a f fi l i a t e . " [ l a u g h t e r ]

So they went to see John L. Lewis. And we went to see him,
the four o f us on the Commit tee, the affi l ia t ion commit tee,
to see what he had to o ffer. Of course, he h imsel f fe l t that
although he disagreed with the AF of L, we should go to the
AF of L. And we said, "Why not the CIO?" And he said, "The
CIO is ful l of Communists." And he says, " I see the forces
of Communism rising in this country, and on the part of
Americanism is the great federat ion—the American Federat ion
of Labor." And somebody—Walldecker, man by the name of
Walldecker, who was President of the Indiana Telephone Workers,
said, "Well then, I hear you had some trouble with Communists
in your un ion, Mr. Lewis . What happened there?" [ laughter ]
Lewis just sputtered. But we came away convinced, on the
basis of what he himself had told us, that independent unionism
wasn ' t f o r us .

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

When we began to talk to hira about the problem of forming a
confederation of independent unions, he said to us, "No
sooner do we get a company union, clean them up and have
them join our confederation of independent unions, why they
go ahead and disaffil iate from us and join the AF of L or
CIO." So we could see ourselves in the same boat. And this
is one of the reasons that we worked on the report as we did.

So he encouraged you . . .

Wel l , i t wasn' t that he encouraged us. He was completely
candid about the fut i l i ty of independent unionism, you see,
even though the Mineworkers are s t i l l independent . And, of
course, another major labor organizat ion which pul led away
from the AFL-CIO, the Auto Workers, are independent—sti l l
that would be about fourteen mil l ion workers are now within
the AFL-CIO. You see, they both merged.
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INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

Let me ask you—at the beginning, when you first were active
in unions, the te lephone industry, you a lso ment ioned that
you had trouble when you were running for steward because
there were very few meetings.

T h a t ' s t r u e .

But why was that?

In the company union set-up, there were no regular meetings.
They were held maybe once in three months if people had a
gr ipe of some sort and they would t ry to set t le i t that way,
but there were no regular monthly meetings, such as the busi
ness meeting of a union would be conducted.

The reason I had t rouble also is that I bel ieve that workers
who are not accustomed to act iv ism get a l i t t le d isturbed by
somebody who 's an ac t i v is t . I th ink i t ' s a sor t o f a psycho
log ica l th ing . They ' re e i ther teed o f f because someone 's
aggressive and trying to get them to do something, or afraid
where i t was go ing to l ead . I t h i nk t ha t mos t pa r t i cu la r l y
occurred wi th te lephone workers. So I to ld you how I del i
bera te ly began to cu l t i va te a fo l low ing and I to ld you, too ,
that I bui l t up this k ind of a good wi l l and then, when the
proper t ime came, I decided to run and I had no di fficul ty
g e t t i n g s u p p o r t . A n d I t o l d y o u w h i l e I d i d t h i s d e l i b e r a t e l y,
I a lso found out that I began to l ike the people that I d id
something for them because I learned something about them.
And I learned the problems they were having.

What kind of problems were these?

Oh, here's a young divorcee who's a sole supporter of her
fami l y—hav ing two ch i l d ren , hav ing a l i t t l e g i r l who b reaks
her leg—and you commiserate with her, you do that kind of a
thing, and you accommodate her so she can visit her child in
the evening. You change hours with her i f she works evening
hours. Or someone is a young gir l who is on the bottom l ist
of the seniority who wants to go out. So you change hours
with her because of the fact that you have the seniori ty and
they don ' t . These are the k inds of th ings that I would do.
And I made it quite known that I 'd be wil l ing to change hours
anytime anyone wanted me to and I did that. And it was in
summertime, especially beneficial to me because I was able
t o p l a y t e n n i s . [ l a u g h t e r ]

Well , what about the gripes?

r
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W I E N C E K : T h e g r i p e s w e r e s u p e r fi c i a l a t t h e b e g i n n i n g b e c a u s e t h e y
didn't know what else they could do about something substan
t i a l . U s u a l l y t h e y w e r e o n v i o l a t i o n o f . s e n i o r i t y r i g h t s —
somebody got a more preferable vacation than they who had
less seniority, or somebody got a promotion than they who
had less senior i ty, and so out of that we learned a great
deal. We learned how to put in a clause in the contract
ins tead o f l e t t i ng the company say tha t " sen io r i t y sha l l
prevai l i f al l other things are equal," we demanded to know
what the qualifications were of a person who had less
senior i ty, as opposed to the qual ificat ions of a person whom
they bypassed who had more seniority, and we wanted a list
of qual ificat ions. And then we helped to make a judgment.
Sometimes we ruled not in favor of the person that had
senior i ty because i t was evident that they lacked the capa
c i ty to do the job .

But those are the kinds of gr ipes that we handled pr imari ly
because wage rates were automatic, an automatic progression
sca le . But through our cont ract negot ia t ions, each year we
attempted to shorten the span of years i t took to reach top
rate, and i t went f rom four teen to twelve, f rom twelve to
ten , eventua l l y to s ix—I don ' t know what i t i s now, bu t s ix
years was the top in which i t took you—whi le I was st i l l
act ive in the Telephone Workers—it took you to reach the
t o p .

INTERVIEWER: What do you mean when you say, "we ruled?" How did that
work?

W I E N C E K : W h a t ?

INTERVIEWER: You sa id tha t based on the qua l ificat ion o f . . .

W IENCEK: Oh we l l , some t imes t he un ion had t o ag ree t ha t j us t because
a person had the seniority, she may not have had the tact,
or d idn' t have leadership capaci ty to make judgment. You
see, the promot iona l oppor tun i t ies were that o f superv isors .
They used to cal l them supervisors, now they're cal led
serv ice ass is tants . That was, a t our ins is tence we found
that there wasn't that much leeway in making independent
judgments—al though in cer ta in k inds o f th ings they cou ld
make independent judgments. But that was the kind of thing
that we would... .sometimes we'd agree with the employer.
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WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

But often we would chal lenge the employer's contention that
the person they selected had the qual ificat ions over and
above someone else. Then we began insisting that each nomi
nee for a higher posi t ion would go through a training per iod
anyway, and through a tr ial period, and when we insisted that
someone of the telephone company was capable of doing it,
sometimes they got fooled. The person that we went to bat
for who had the senior i ty, they found to have qui te super ior
leadership capaci t ies and demonstrated abi l i ty to make judg
men ts . So i t was th i s t r i a l pe r i od tha t we d id t ha t .

Quite a number of years later, when I represented the Insurance
Workers Union, the Farmer Union—which is an employer—had
contended that one of our members—the president of the local
union there, who bid for a job that was opened as... .something
to do with computers, programming computers—they said that
they had given her tests and found out that she lacked the
qua l i fi ca t i ons , t ha t he r sk i l l s l a y i n mee t i ng peop le and
dea l i ng w i th peop le on tha t k ind o f a oh , as one o f
these peop le ou t in the f ron t , usua l l y . . .

Recep t ion i s t?

Recept ion is t . Wel l , we ins is ted tha t you can ' t measure an
ind iv idua l ' s d r i ve . One th ing tha t none o f the tes ts show
is the ambit ion of a person and the drive, and that the
drive she had, in i tsel f , would overcome any of the handi
caps, and she made one bang-up of a computer program super
v isor, which was t rue. So anyway, in these k inds of th ings
we were beginning to challenge the judgments of the telephone
company in doing that.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

So , i n o the r words , t h i s i s pa r t o f t he t rans i t i on?

Yes, right. And we began to see what other unions were doing
and compar ing i t and do ing that . Wel l , o f course, the
postwar per iod was a per iod of f inal ly ending, in 1948—I
don't remember now—I did ment ion that we aff i l iated, we
merged... . I mentioned that the Telephone Workers Organizing
Committee was formed in '47, 1947, and by 1950 the two
groups had merged—the Telephone Workers Organizing Committee
and the Communications Workers. They had changed their name,
meanwhile, from the National Federation of Telephone Workers
to Communications Workers of America.

INTERVIEWER: Wel l , I ' ve read a b i t abou t the d ia l convers ion , the d ia l
convers ion p lans tak ing p lace af ter the war. How d id that
affect you at the t ime?
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WIENCEK: Wel l , o f course, there were less operators h i red, and that
didn't mean that there were less females because there were,
you know, in the accounting department and also as service
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s a n d a s b i l l c o l l e c t o r s , a s o h , a n y n u m
ber of jobs that were then commonly thought to be female
occupations. Well , we knew that this would lessen the num
ber of telephone operators and we knew that as the industry.. .
w e w o r r i e d a b o u t t h i s a l i t t l e a s t h e i n d u s t r y b e c a m e
predominantly male—which I think is true now—we worried
also that the mi l i tancy of the organizat ion would be gone.
It was the telephone operators who were more mil itant than
workers in the so-ca l led p lan t depar tment . The p lan t
depar tmen t be ing the cab le sp l i ce rs , cen t ra l o f fice repa i r
men, linemen, you know those types of occupations. And so we
knew that , too.

Of course, gradually, when the CWA began to merge and go
through a structural change, the number of women leaders
began to decline. So instead of having a number of women
leaders, as Fran Smith was and Anne Benscoter was, the women
of the indust ry, when both the p lan t and the t ra ffic depar t
ments were merged, tended to vote for males. And there were
less and less women represented on the executive board of
the union.

INTERVIEWER:

I remember we had quite a number of discussions in the early
days about more female representation on the Executive Commit
tee, on the Executive Board, and some of the women felt
keenly that we d idn ' t fight hard enough. So we sa id , "Wel l ,
l ook , make yourse l f heard . Ge t on the floor. D iscuss i ssues .
But also do some homework because logic doesn't wear a pair
o f pants nor a sk i r t . And i f you do a good job, you ' l l be
not iced and nobody can ignore you—they can' t afford to."
But I 'm afraid that as years went on, precisely what happened
to the ILGWU—where there's hardly a woman on the Executive
Board, despi te the fact that the industry was predominant ly
female—occurred in the Telephone Workers Union, too.

Well , why would you think that there would be this propensity
of the women to vote for the men?

WIENCEK: I th ink tha t lack o f confidence in themselves car r ies over
to the lack of confidence in one of them. Also, i t was
harder, as we cer ta in ly learned, to depend on cont inu i ty in
an organizat ion composed pr imari ly of women. The industry
was primari ly young women. They're of the age so they're
ei ther looking for a boyfr iend, want ing to be with hira most
of the t ime, or else having young famil ies where they would
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WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

have to hurry home to prepare an evening meal, care for the
ch i ld ren. And i t wasn ' t un t i l the women were past the ch i ld -
bearing age that they began to assume leadership posit ions
in the union. When I looked around there, there were very
few young women that were. Very few compared to the women
who we re i n t he t h i r t i e s , m idd le t h i r t i e s and ea r l y f o r t i e s .
This is probably one of the d i fficu l t ies in develop ing women
leaders . They s imply weren ' t f ree agents .

You mentioned your role as education director. How did you,
i n t h a t c a p a c i t y, fi t i n t o t h e s t r u c t u r e o f t h e F e d e r a t i o n ?

Well, I was Education Director of the Michigan Telephone
Tr a f fi c U n i o n , a s t a t e - w i d e o r g a n i z a t i o n . I s u b m i t t e d a
plan, a program for an education program for the national
organizat ion. No one else had, and i t was a quest ion of
t iming and a quest ion of. . . . I was there and I appeared to
h a v e h a d t h e s k i l l s . I d i d n ' t a l t o g e t h e r — y o u g r e w i n t o i t ,
a n d I d i d n ' t f u l fi l l i t a l l e i t h e r b e c a u s e i n m y i n e x p e r i e n c e
I developed too ambit ious a program, too, and especial ly
with only a one-person education department, you know, you
cou ld rea l ly see tha t you cou ldn ' t poss ib ly car ry ou t the
kinds of th ings that you p ledged. But you learned later how
to pace yourself and what you can deliver.

Primari ly, though, the conferences—that was one—and a few
pamphlets , that k ind of th ing, that 's what we d id . And upon
requests, under the National Federation of Telephone Workers,
you ass is ted the Div is ions.

We were talking about community support for the union. That
was hard to gauge. I think that the telephone workers have
deve loped i t now. Bu t a t t ha t pa r t i cu la r t ime , apa r t f r om
the large c i t ies, where in the community real ly were other
labor organizat ions. But in some of the smal ler towns, the
rural areas wherever the te lephone existed, at least in 1946
and '47, th is was the first t ime that that community had
ever witnessed a strike of any kind anywhere at any time in
the whole history of that community. Sometimes the community
was host i le and sometimes i t was helpful—it al l depended.
But once the telephone workers joined the CIO, they learned
how to use community serv ices wel l . Matter of fact , Joe
Beirne, the President of the merged Communications Workers of
America, became the Chairman of the Community Services Commit
tee and was so, retained that post for quite some t ime within
the CIO and then ult imately within the AF of L-CIO. So they
learned how to ut i l ize the community services.
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WIENCEK: This is an in terest ing concept , and th is is one of the th ings
that, as independent telephone workers, we looked at the CIO
unions with a great deal of envy. The CIO unions used community
services much more than we did. But, you know, when funds
are collected under the Red Feather or the Community Chest,
or however i t 's cal led in any community throughout the United
States, usual ly the contr ibut ions appear to come from the
large corporat ion. They don ' t . They come f rom the workers .
Funds are col lected from the workers there, and i t says,
"Such-and-such a company gave," and such a company, probably
out of its own coffers, never coughed up more than a thousand
d o l l a r s . B u t t h e w o r k e r s , t h a t g r o u p t h a t d i d . A n d n e a r l y
al l of them are organized workers.

So the union said, "We are going to have to insist on gett ing
credi t for col lect ion of funds to the Red Feather agencies and
no t on ly tha t , bu t i ns i s t on rep resen ta t ion on the i r boards . "
Because many times the unions would give through the union
membership, and then when the unions wanted representation,
and they wouldn' t g ive i t to them, and they said, "Oh, wel l ,
you ' re not the ones tha t g ive . I t ' s th is company and that
corpora t ion , " and they says , "You ' re mis taken . " And they jus t
wouldn ' t be l ieve them.

Of course, when questions had to be determined about where a
playground was located or who gets help under what circum
stances from a number of agencies, and also—part icular ly the
workers of ten had to go hat in hand and wai t indefini te ly to
get assistance from a community agency and be treated very
badly in a humi l iat ing way. So I 'm not sure whether i t was
in Albany—it was some city in New York State made a test of
i t . They sa id to the communi ty agencies then, " I f we don' t
get representat ion, we s imply wi l l le t the word go through
that not one worker is going to give a dime. We insist on
joint committee with the employer and a joint endeavor, and
w e e x p e c t t o g e t j o i n t c r e d i t . " A n d i t s t i l l w e r e n ' t c o m i n g
forth. So the word went through and, of course, that Commu
nity Chest dr ive for that year was a complete flop, and so
the picture began to change.

Also, not only the sophist icat ion of the labor movement, but
also te lephone workers began to be surpr is ingly keen. They
became very adroit of this business of becoming a member of
the board. One of the th ings that they ins isted on was that
instead of conduct ing the meet ings in this jargonese which
often social workers are capable of doing, that they would
spell out what they say so everyone could understand it.
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WIENCEK:

0

It was so d i fficu l t to get t ime off the job f rom an employer
for th is . The employer would grant t ime off the job to a s te
ward who was processing a grievance or a union activist, i f
showed that it was somehow connected with the union activity
v is -a-v is the company a lso. But s imply to say, " I 'm on the
YMCA Board. I want to be off to go to a board meeting," it
was very d i fficul t for them to get that k ind of an acknowledge
ment that th is was a bona fide union act iv i ty.

So what fina l l y deve loped is tha t the fu l l - t ime un ion func
tionaries became the representatives and they were already
overburdened because most unions are short-staffed, and
they of ten didn' t show. So somet imes they didn' t do the job
they should have done. But in other cases they've done a
tremendous job.

One of the th ings they d id in war t ime. . . .not the te lephone
workers spec i f ica l ly, but communi ty serv ices—I have a
fr iend who developed th is concept. I t was dur ing the war
years when Truman was Senator—President Truman was Senator—
and there, of course, were str ikes. And some of the armed
forces propaganda would be ant i-union. Propaganda in the
States would be that the soldiers weren't gett ing the ammuni
t ion because the workers were str ik ing. Or sometimes the
propaganda would go around that there were a lot of goof-off
ar t is ts and the workers were so ld ier ing.

Well, the Truman Commission did a study and on the Truman
Commission, of course, were staff people and some who had
some contact with the labor movement, which showed that
during war years workers worked so much overtime that finally
they became overwhelmed with all kinds of personal problems
that would occur—sometimes with the kids. This was a period
where you had to get coupons to get tires, you'd have to get
coupons to get meat, and even to go to the ration board for
coupons for tires would take time, and you'd have to take a
day off to do this. Or somet imes you couldn' t get your laun
dry done anywhere if you were a woman worker—she would
final ly have to just s imply take t ime to get caught up on
he r p rob lems . And th i s i s t he k ind o f t h i ng they fe l t .
Sometimes your kid was in trouble and you had to go to court.
Sometimes you had a court case against you, and you had to
take t ime o f f .

So what the community services finally developed with the
labor movement and the community agencies was a sort of
internship where they would train a worker to become a re
ferra l agent . That worker would become so fami l iar wi th
the work of each of the social agencies that i f a worker
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W I E N C E K : c a l l e d h i m a n d s a i d , " I n e e d h e l p . M y k i d ' s i n t r o u b l e , I
need to see so-and-so, the juveni le judge. I have to have
a court case at such-and-such a t ime." So instead of taking
the whole day off, this referral agent—who was acknowledged
by the company as a bona fide representative of the union—
would make the appointment for him to see. So instead of
losing a day, they would, at most, lose two hours, sometimes
less. And so the community service concept grew during the
war years. This is the concept which my fr iend developed,
and she sold it to the labor movement and the community agen
cies, so they had what they would cal l the counsel ing service.

Unions la ter learned that was a va luab le too l in s t r ike
action because you had someone threatening to shut off
your e lectr ic i ty, you'd have to have somebody to intercede
for you, you know, when you were on strike: someone's
going to shut o ff the water ; someone's go ing to shut o ff
the gas; your k id needed medicat ion; your wi fe had to go
t o t h e h o s p i t a l ; a l l k i n d s o f t h i n g s t h a t w o u l d o c c u r. We l l ,
the contacts then, with the community agencies and the trained
counselors—trained union counselors who knew their way around
and knew what agency to call for what.

A man would have a child who had—in those days infantile
paralysis was very common—would have to get treatment. A
chi ld that 's deaf—a school had to be found for h im. And
these are the kinds of things that a community counselor
would know how to do. And so this concept remained, and the
telephone workers learned to use this technique and become
ac t i ve i n th i s p rocess , t oo . I t was an add i t i ona l d imens ion .
Besides being represented on the job, the workers were then
represen ted by a spec ia l l y - t ra ined un ion represen ta t i ve in
pressing personal problems.

The program was very useful because it drew the kind of person
w h o ' s n o t p a r t i c u l a r l y f o n d o f c o n fl i c t . A n d t h a t ' s o n e o f
the things that a steward has got to learn to do—a union
representa t ive , a pres ident has got to do . They 've got to
a c c e p t t h e i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f c o n fl i c t . A n d i f t h e y c a n ' t , t h e y
can' t make a leader. Impossib le. But there are some people
who don ' t l i ke confl ic t and shr ink away f rom i t . To be a
communi ty serv ice representa t ive , or counse lor, would a t t rac t
p e o p l e w h o p a r t i c u l a r l y d i d n ' t l i k e c o n fl i c t , b u t s t i l l l i k e d
he lp ing peop le , and i t a t t rac ted tha t k ind o f a person. And
unions have made use of that kind of thing since.
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WIENCEK: Some, of course, don't put the community services committee
i n t o a c t i o n u n t i l t h e r e ' s a s t r i k e s i t u a t i o n . B u t o t h e r s
use i t a l l the year around, and they've found i t a very use
fu l too l . Now, former ly, the worker would go to h is employer
for that such advice, and the employer would know all of his
business. In th is way, the union counselor has been t ra ined
to be discreet, to keep his mouth buttoned when a worker comes
to him with a personal problem. When a worker is an alcoholic,
immediately the union counsel ing system goes into operat ion,
and that worker is referred to some Alcoholics Anonymous or
some other agency that deals with this. And more recent ly
with the drug problem, the same way. So al l k inds of s i tua
t i ons l i ke tha t . Worke rs l i ke i t be t te r because the emp loye r
didn' t have to know their business.

The employers—I don' t know how they reacted to this. At
fi rs t , du r ing war t ime , they fe l t i t was a ve ry good idea ,
and they let the workers do th is . Now i t 's an accepted par t
o f u n i o n a c t i v i t y. N o t a l l u n i o n s u s e i t , b u t t h o s e t h a t d o
find i t a va luab le ad junc t to un ion ism.

Wel l , actual ly, when unions are act ive in the community in
that fashion, they get to be known and that, of course, also
helps build community support when workers are active in the
communi ty as wel l . Somet imes i t resul ted in sor t of an iden
ti f ication of the community and not enough toward the union—
where the union representative didn't mention that he was a
member, or that his own union sent him. I think that was
sometimes a question of bad selection and probably the union
didn't do a good enough job to have that worker proud of the
union that sent him and would make no bones about being a
u n i o n a c t i v i s t . B u t v e r y o f t e n i t r e s u l t e d i n t h a t k i n d o f
ove r iden t i fica t i on w i th t he commun i t y.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

Wel l , what do you reca l l about spec ific suppor t , fo r ins tance,
in your job as the education director from the community?

Didn ' t touch the communi ty. You 've go t to rea l i ze tha t un ions
a re i nsu la ted , t oo , l i ke any o the r spec ia l i n te res t g roup .
Some churches sometimes are insulated. Some unions just have
an inward kind of an interest and some, of course, are active
in the community, l ike the Auto Workers in Michigan. There's
ha rd l y any th ing t ha t t hey ' re no t i n to . And I 'm su re t he
Communications Workers are not that way now because they're
p r a c t i c a l l y i n t o e v e r y t h i n g , t o o .
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WIENCEK: They're part icular ly good at i t because they have to be very
vocal people . I would say the i r educat iona l leve l would be
probab ly h igher than tha t o f the indus t r ia l worker, a l though
this is not so true now and many people are drawn to the fac
tories because they can earn a good deal of money in a short
t ime , and they can ' t find j obs e l sewhere . Bu t a t t ha t pa r t i
cular t ime, i t was t rue—most ly the high school drop-out was
the k ind of person who got a job in industry. In the te lephone
industry they had to be apart from the manufactur ing sectors,
l ike Western Elect r ic . They were requi red to have the h igh
school educat ion. And so, because the educat ional level was
sl ight ly h igher, the te lephone workers became a real natura l
in community services.

0 INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

There's one gal who recently died in the Washington area who
I th ink sor t o f exempl ified what I 'm ta lk ing about . Her name
is Josephine Piccolo, and she became the labor representative
to the community agencies—you know, the Community Chest kind
o f th ing—and so very o f ten you ' l l f i nd un ion leaders tha t
take on the job of coordinat ing fund drives for the community
agency, Community Chest. So there is that kind of a recogni
t i o n .

What's the best job you've ever had?

Oh, I think my last ten years have been the best, with the
Internat ional Union of Electr ic and Radio Machine Workers.
Of course, I look back with a great deal of nostalgia on the
telephone workers because that was my first union. So many
of the things that I 've done, hardly anyone did, you see,
even in other unions.

I ' m p a r t i c u l a r l y p r o u d o f t h a t j o b I d i d o n u n i o n e t h i c s . I
think that never was tr ied by any union before and that kind
of a laying the groundwork for the phi losophical base of the
labor movement, you seen, even though, as we know, there is
no basic phi losophy that the labor movement adopts. Neverthe
less , the re i s a ph i losoph ica l base on mutua l a id—par t i cu la r l y
that workers are no longer alone when they begin to support
and defend each other with that kind of mutual aid, and what
you have to do in order to maintain that l ine of defense,
defending each other. So I 'm proud of that par t icu lar success
with the telephone workers.

Of course, there were other successes as well . Another one
I 'm par t icu lar ly proud o f , too, is when I a l ready was in the
Telephone Workers Organizing Committee, and this was the time
that the TWOC and the Communications Workers had merged, and
what we had to do then was to follow the direction of the
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WIENCEK: Commun ica t i ons Worke rs who were then a t temp t ing a na t i on -w ide
s t r i ke . And th is invo lved the Oregon Te lephone Workers . Wel l ,
there a re two s tages , rea l l y : one , when they were s t i l l
Telephone Workers Organizing Committee, working with the
independent union whom we attempted to affiliate with TWOC.

What we found here was that the level of leadership was so
unsoph is t i ca ted and so comple te ly lack ing in leadersh ip sk i l l s
that we had to stop right dead, develop a course on how to
lead, on what the obligation of leadership is when the members
make a decis ion to fo l low a cer ta in program. Even i f that
program may not be popular wi th that part icular leadership,
i t ' s t h e o b l i g a t i o n t o l e a d , a n d e v e n o n d i f fi c u l t k i n d s o f
questions. We had this whole program revolving on how to
implement programs, how you take it through its stages of
completion and look back and see how you project a program
and how you implement i t . That we had to do. And I think
i t 's because of the fact that we had to start almost below
scratch, you see, that we thought in terms of doing these
k inds o f t h i ngs .

One example of this—and I've often used this as an example—
I don't know if I 've mentioned this before, when the CWA had
already become the CIO union, after merger with TWOC. We
were ta lk ing about ge t t ing the leaders to suppor t s t r i ke ac t ion
advocated by the CWA. In the Oregon Telephone Workers, one
member of the Executive Board did not agree with us because
he felt that the Communications Workers had overlooked the
fact that the Oregon Telephone Workers were sti l l remembering
the disasterous str ike of 1947, which for them was very disas-
terous because they had not won there, and that the mechanics
of get t ing around the whole state—since i t was a state-wide
union—and drumming up support for a strike, would be over
whe lm ing . O f cou rse , t he m i l i t an ts t hough t , "To he l l w i t h
that guy. He's just a company union stooge," you know. But
I l istened to him and I watched him and I thought, "Why is
he saying this?" Then when the Board overruled him, he said,
" I d isagreed wi th you f rom the very beginning, but i f we' re
go ing to do i t , th i s i s how I th ink we shou ld do i t . " Tha t ,
to me, meant that this man had the elements of leadership.
He was not afraid to state an unpopular posit ion and, on the
basis of the past d isaster st r ike, was able to develop a
program on how it should be done.

Now on our staff we did not agree on which centers to concen
trate on. I t was my opin ion, and the op in ion of th is man—this
chap James Farmer—that we should be hitting the smaller
communi t ies , ra ther than concent ra t ing on the large c i t ies .
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WIENCEK: Now i t would appear that normal str ike strategy, that concen
t ra t ing on the la rge c i t ies would be proper. But one o f the
things that we observed in going around the state is a closer
identi ty that the telephone workers had to each other because
t h e r e w e r e n o t t h e d i s t r a c t i o n s o f a l l k i n d s o f a c t i v i t i e s
and, therefore, the union did not have to compete with al l
the o ther a t t rac t ions fo r the a t ten t ion o f the workers and
the loya l ty o f the workers .

Wel l , we turned out to be r ight . And we d id i t . I assumed
the obl igation of going al l the way through the state and we
de l i ve red tha t s t r i ke vo te . Subsequen t l y, one p res iden t was
stepping down—didn't want to run again—so I supported Jim
Farmer for President because I fel t that he had the leadership
capaci ty and that , to me, demonstrated leadership—that despi te
the fact that he was not in agreement he could come up with
a program of implementation, showed to me that he knew how
to put on the mantle of leadership, and that he's equipped
to do it. And he made a good one.

Well, that to me was a heartening success. Later on I had
another one when I was organiz ing paperworkers in Pi t tsfield,
and I always had the feel ing that this was a wonderful thing.
You know, they te l l o rgan izers tha t i f you jus t concent ra te
on indiv idual workers, you're never going to be sure of the
ou tcome o f a co l l ec t i ve ba rga in ing e lec t i on . And th i s i s
because people can be talked out just as easily. And when
they get to that booth, they of ten change the i r minds. So
they said, of course, one of the tenets is an organizer always
bui lds a committee because there's support for the union within
the workers themselves, you see, and the workers are able,
w i l l i n g t o s t i c k t h e i r n e c k s o u t f o r i t . T h e n t h e r e ' s g o i n g
to be something firm on which to base your organizing drive.
I t w o n ' t b e m u c h , i t ' l l b e a fi r m s i t u a t i o n .

Well, in Pittsfield when I came there, I made some house
calls—I picked me some leaders which I felt were key people.
One of them was a gal who loved to sell tickets. She was
f o r e v e r s e l l i n g t i c k e t s f o r s o m e a f f a i r o r a n o t h e r. We l l ,
I selected her because I knew she had the abil i ty to convince
people and she had mobil i ty, you see, [ laughter] so that was
a very va luab le asset , and o thers l i ke that that I se lec ted.
And I remember that the Director of Organization called me,
"How many people did you cal l on today?" I said, "Five."
" I s t h a t a l l ? " I s a i d , " S u r e . " " W h y a r e n ' t y o u c a l l i n g o n
anymore?" I said, "Because I 'm doing what any good organizer
should be doing—working with a committee." And we won the
e l e c t i o n , o f c o u r s e , [ l a u g h t e r ] a n d i t p a i d o f f .
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WIENCEK: But, of course, there weren't always those kinds of successes.
In texti le it was dreadful. The Textiles Workers, I think it
was the fourth or fifth attempt to organize Burlington Mills
in Mooresville, North Carolina. But it was a strange situa
tion. We ourselves were given out cards by the directors of
the textile organizing drive—and by "we" I mean AFL-CIO
organizers were assigned to the textile drive.

What had been usual in a situation is that you go out and make
your own house calls, and then you got the feel of the situa
tion and you know with what people you ought to make a follow-up
call on. That's not only purposeful for strengthening that
person, giving them more encouragement, but also to be able
to assess whether or not that person would be a leader. Well,
this was not possible in the way they said, "You make first
cal ls on these only. Don' t fo l low up. Just first cal ls . "
Well, we never had a feeling that we're getting anywhere
because of the fact that we weren't able to feel out that
situation for ourselves or to develop any kind of a committee
and I believe the drive was lost because of the fact that we
never got an effective inside committee—inside-the-plant
committee. And this is what we're talking when I talk about
building a committee—this is precisely what you have to do.

One of the people who knew this instinctively was a CWA gal
by the name of June McDonald—she died a year ago. And she
was one of these natural leaders. This was the year, 1947,
that we're organizing telephone workers in West Virginia that
had been part of the National Federation of Telephone Workers
and they withdrew from the National Federation of Telephone
Workers after the 1947 strike. June would go to organize tele
phone workers—most of them were daughters of miners. And
because of the fact that we were very much concerned with
democracy—oh, this was before the merger, after the Telephone
Workers Organizing Committee was organized—we were so
obsessed with internal union democracy and the lack of it in
the National Federation of Telephone Workers, that June would
often ask, she said, "Tell me"—she would also talk to the
fathers of the telephone workers—she said, "Tell me, John,
is there democracy in your union?" And he'd say in his Polish
accent, "Democracy? What's that?" June said, "Oh, do you
vote?" "Oh, yah. We vote." "Well, on what things?" "Well,
the district manager"—no, they wouldn't call it—"the dis
trict director, he come around and say, 'No contract, no
work! And any son of a bitch that's not going to vote yes
for strike gonna have his head mished raashed in!' Sure, yah,
we have democracy." [laughter]
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W I E N C E K : A n o t h e r t i m e J u n e w a s o r g a n i z i n g t e l e p h o n e w o r k e r s i n O r e g o n ,
and when you talk about the companionship you develop when
any group of people goes through some crisis together, you
have a closeness—we maintained that correspondence with each
other throughout the years. Another person was a guy by the
name of Len Loring who's now on the staff of one of the Wes
tern regions of the AFL-CIO, organizing in Montana. Anyway,
June made a house call and this call was one of the people
that had crossed the picket l ine. But we had agreed that the
time had come now where you have to unify your organization
and despite the hard feelings of some of the loyal union mem
bers against those who crossed the picket l ine—scabs, as
they called it—sometime has to come when you heal those
wounds and get people to come back. So we were attempting
to get this person to come back, and June called on this gal
and she observed this gal and the guy on the sofa in the dark
and they were making love. And she said, "Oh, excuse me! If
y o u ' r e b u s y, I ' l l c o m e b a c k l a t e r . " [ l a u g h t e r ] S o t h e r e ' l l
a l l k inds o f s i tua t ions tha t we encoun te r.

In Wheel ing, West Virginia, I know that one of the things
tha t—I worked ou t th is p rob lem d i f fe ren t ly—another p rob lem.
This woman was a matron of the telephone company. They
usual ly have in these te lephone off ices—I don' t know about
them today—but they usually had a matron there who would
help the g i r ls wi th any problem they needed or l ike thei r
ques t ion i f the locker doesn ' t work , a l l k inds o f ques t ions
l i k e t h a t . W e l l , I t r i e d t a l k i n g h e r i n t o j o i n i n g t h e u n i o n
and she wouldn' t ta lk to me. She said, " I 've got to wash
some wa l l s . " So I sa i d , " I ' l l he l p you . " And as I go t on
the ladder and she handed me the paint, we would be talking
about the union. But she was scared st i ff and i t was in
Wheel ing, West Vi rg in ia, where, I to ld you, the pol ice used
to fo l low us around. But she jo ined the un ion. You have
to establish some rapport in some way.

One man I t r ied to get to join the union, too. He was paint
i n g h i s s t o r e f r o n t . H e h a d a l i t t l e s t o r e , i t w a s a s i d e
business. So I sa id , "Tomorrow I ' l l get you some Vasel ine
and I'11 show you how to paint window frames, to smear Vase
l ine on the side so that when you paint just wipe off the
Vasel ine and the whole th ing. . . .you don' t have to scrape off
any paint." So I showed him how to do that and I got his
union card.

So another gal I knew that organized text i le workers—she
remembered everybody's birthday and she'd make sure that
the people she called on—to send them a birthday card or,
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W I E N C E K : i f t h e y h a d a d o g o r a c a t , s h e ' d b u y s o m e t o y f o r t h e c a t o r
d o g , y o u k n o w. [ l a u g h t e r ] L i t t l e t h i n g s l i k e t h a t t h a t w o u l d
be a human kind of contact, some way to establish rapport with
them.

INTERVIEWER: What about the camaraderie among the organizers? You mentioned

W I E N C E K : Ye s , t h e r e i s , j u s t t h a t l o v e l y t h i n g . A n d w e d e v e l o p e d i t
wi th some of the union leaders, too. There was one par t icu lar
guy who admired the three of us very much. He was the presi
dent of the telephone plant union, and we were talking even
as early as 1949 about how the telephone workers ought to
begin gett ing after the employers to employ more blacks in
t he i ndus t r y. A t fi r s t t h i s guy was ve ry hos t i l e and he sa id ,
"You know, a black could never become a lineman because," he
sa id , " f rom a hered i ta ry po in t o f v iew, the legs a ren ' t s t rong
enough." And, of course, we began to lecture to him about
how acqu i red charac te r i s t i cs a ren ' t t ransmi t tab le . And we had
to po in t out to h im that that was a lo t o f hooey. Pret ty soon
he became so good about this issue that he became aggressive
and a lmost embar rass ing ly so . [ laughter ]

We were out to dinner one night and he was telling us that he
had gone into a bar, and somebody had made a snide remark
about some black and he was ready to get into a fight over it.
And he said he "doesn't like to hear anybody demeaning any
race," you know, and then ready to get up....and so we had to
get him to calm down a little, how he had to feel his way
th rough th i s k ind o f a s i tua t ion .

INTERVIEWER: You sa id , "The th ree o f us . " Who . . .

W I E N C E K : J u n e M c D o n a l d , L e n L o r i n g a n d m y s e l f . T h e n w h e n o u r d r i v e
began to come closer, the CIO sent a former regional direc
tor to help us with it. And he was so good for us because
we did nothing but meet and talk and plan and work, and pretty
soon we were getting on each other's nerves because we were
together too much and just too serious. And Len would love
to p lo t th ings out wi th penc i l and paper, and af ter I 'd be
away and I'd come back and I'd say, "How's Len?" and someone
w o u l d s a y, " O h , h e ' s l i s t i n g b a d l y. " [ l a u g h t e r ] H e w o u l d
be l i s t ing a l l the th ings tha t need to be done. He 'd love
to ask these endless quest ions about "What i f? I f then,
what?"—you know, those kinds of quest ions. And we'd say,
"Oh , Len , cu t i t ou t . "

0
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WIENCEK: Anway, our regional director was a man by the name of Herbert
McCreedy. He was quite an unusual guy. He was once part of
this New America group, a sort of Veblian group* that predated
the New Deal, and out of which much of the New Deal leadership
came. Also he had a marvelous sense of humor. He would say,
"The time has come for us to go to the Oregon woods." So he
would take a trip to Mount Hood or else he would teach us on
a weekend to hunt for agates at the seashore, so we collected
semi-precious stones like carnealians and agate and jasper
and take it to a nearby lapidary and breathe down his neck
until the gem emerged. But he would teach us how to be a little
more relaxed and it was a very interesting thing.

We had a lot of good discussions and in the evening after our
day's work, we'd get together at his apartment and sit and
talk some more and have a drink and just relax. But it gave
us a sort of sense of perspective about ourselves and about
our work, too, because we'd get away from it a little. That,
of course, is not uncommon. I think that wherever people work
closely together and go through a lot of problems together,
they sort of emerge as friends. Either they hate each other
violently or they become life-long friends.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

When would you say that the feeling is strongest?

I think when you're going through some problems, real diffi
culties, when things aren't going well. And there is sort of
a tendency in that for your colleagues to support each other
during this time or to....well, to commiserate and sometimes
to share your triumphs. You see, we'd do that too. And you
have that kind of a camaraderie. Like this gal Hollace
Ransdell that Joyce Kombluh wanted to have interviewed, too.
I called her and I couldn't reach her. I hope she's not ill
or in a nursing home. But Holly and I would have this sort
of a thing, too, together. Holly was the Associate Editor
of the CIO News and, eventually, of the AFL-CIO News. And
when I'd be gone....I told you that when I'd be gone a long
time, she would call, "Let's have lunch together now. Let
me hear all about it." [laughter] You know, that kind of a
thing.

INTERVIEWER: Who else have you stayed in touch with, say, over the years?

* A group based on writings of Thorstein Veblen.
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WIENCEK: Well, then, Morris Makin, now dead, and Wil l iam Roehl. He's
now Assistant Director of Organization for the CIO, but he
was one of my colleagues, and when we were organizing textile
workers along with a very great guy—Morris Makin—the three
of us sort of went together, and I told you there was a
different lifestyle among women. Women usually would get
an apartment. Men would stay in a motel. Well, we each got
about fifteen records from the public library and spent our
Sundays together listening to records or going to an art
museum or whatever, you know, it was sort of fun to do that.

Did I tell you about the....oh, yes, I told you about the
textile worker who spit in the little jars. She chewed
snuff. I called on this gal—her husband was a sailor and
he was away—and as I was talking to her about joining the
union, she kept running out and spitting. And I said, "Do
you have a cold?" And she said, "No." And I said, "Did
you just have a tooth pulled?" And she said, "No." And she
said, "I chew snuff." And the textile workers did this, both
men and women. They'd put a wad of Copenhagen peach snuff
right between the lips and the front teeth and that was to keep
their throats moist. And apparently it worked better than
chewing gum and the lint, you know, would be so drying—this
is one of the reasons they called the textile worker a "lint
head." "I 'm a l int head." Finally, when I sat in the l iving
room with her, I saw that there was a pint jar of brown liquid-
four pint jars, one in each corner, of brown liquid, and I
knew that was where she was doing her spitting. [laughter]

This Morresville, North Carolina, where Burlington Mills orga
nized—remember you told me to mention it, not to forget it?
During the WPA days, my sister submitted her work to the—I
think it was the Department of Interior that was the agency
in which the WPA projects were implemented—and she drew an
assignment to paint the Mooresville, North Carolina Post Office
a large panel. And it was so strange that after all those
years—and this was in the Depression years—that I should be
assigned to Mooresville, North Carolina. And here I would
be going in the Post Office several times a week, looking at
my sister's work.

Some of my colleagues got very excited about it. "Oh, I think
it would make a wonderful story. Why don't we call the press?"
And our director says, "No. The textile companies—if they
knew it was a relative of an organizer they'd order it torn,
defaced, torn down." I don't know if that would be true or
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WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

no t , bu t they rea l l y though t tha t they do tha t . So I never
d id . And that was a s t range co inc idence. Th is o ther one
Did I tell you about my coincidence about being in Oregon
where my parents had participated in the McNamara defense
that made labor history? This was in 1912.

I think you mentioned that.

But here?

In Por t land , they had par t i c ipa ted .

Yes. Over here? That was a co inc idence, too, being in the
same city, the same location, the same hotel.

Wel l , how else was host i l i ty expressed?

Oh, wel l , by the employers. Oh, they 'd fo l low you or e lse
they'd employ workers to follow you. I had someone follow me
around wi th a gun, and I just got t i red of having h im ta i lgate
me tha t c lose . So I fina l ly go t ou t and I sa id , "Can I he lp
you?" And , fo r tuna te l y fo r me , they d idn ' t ge t ou t o f t he
car, but I saw the gun and I walked around.

A t t h i s pa r t i cu la r t ime , we were l ucky. Jus t five yea rs ago ,
ten years ago, the organizers would have been tarred and
feathered. They would have been run out of the town. What
did occur, though, was that the employers f requent ly got in
touch with the stores from where workers bought their refr igera
t o r o r t h e i r f u r n i t u r e , t h e i r a p p l i a n c e s . O f c o u r s e , m o s t o f
them bought on easy-payment plans. And so they would get in
touch with the store managers and say, "We would appreciate
i t i f you wouldn ' t ex tend cred i t anymore to h im. He 's beg in
ning to be interested in the union," and, of course, most of
the storekeepers would feel the same way.

So i t was our job to talk to storekeepers and say, "You'd
be t te r no t do th i s . I f t he re ' s a un ion tha t means tha t
the workers wil l be earning more money, the jobs wil l be
safer because they won't be under such frequent lay-offs,
and i t ' s to your i n te res t tha t a un ion ex is ts i n the p lan t
because i t ' s the workers , in the las t ana lys is , no t the
company that buys your re f r igera tors . I t ' s the workers that
buy i t and they' l l be able to keep up the payments and they' l l
be in a better posi t ion to buy more often."

Well, sometimes it would make sense to the merchant and other
t imes they would be very host i le . They would fee l l ike the
employer did. And very often what would happen is that the
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WIENCEK: employer would ta lk to the minister, and the minister would
then intercede and talk again the union. "You know, we don' t
want any outsiders here or t roublemakers. And what you're
d o i n g i s g e t t i n g y o u r s e l f t a l k i n g i n j u s t f o r n o t h i n g . " S o
there would be tremendous community pressure against the
worke r no t t o j o i n and i n te r fe rence i n h i s l i f e .

Then, on the other hand, there would be the workers, too, that
would be members of a fundamentalist church. And the funda
menta l i s t p reachers a re—at leas t they a re in th i s sec t ion—
were not orda ined min is ters . They were the so-ca l led " jack-
legged" preachers who knew how to teach chapter and verse and
memorize the Bible wel l and preach hel l-and-brimstone kind
o f t h i n g . Th e y i d e n t i fie d w i t h n o b o d y. Th e y w e re n o t l i ke
the ordained ministers who would take care of al l the problems
and t ry to get he lp for h is par ish ioner. And they would be
jea lous . . . . the fundamenta l i s t p reacher wou ld be jea lous o f
any influence. Very of ten i t was the company that would help
them bui ld a church. And so, you see, there'd be this c lose
ident ificat ion between the company and this preacher, and
there would be host i l i ty f rom the preacher a lso. And somet imes
you had to feel your way around and call on the minister,
but the fundamentalist ministers were among our worst enemies.

Yet i t 's a strange phenomenon. I wondered about the hold
that these preachers had on the l ives of these workers. And
i t ba ffled me fo r a long t ime . Desp i te the fac t tha t mos t
of these workers were re l ig ious as a l l hel l , I never saw
any group of people who were sexier and had sex on their mind
more than the tex t i le workers d id . They were fo rever ta lk ing
about it, forever talking about who slept with whom and what
and th is is occurr ing, and thei r sexual i ty was so extreme that
I wondered how come the religion and the sexuality at the
same t ime could be that compat ib le . Even the min is ters . . . .
and they often talked about the minister and who slept with
t h e m i n i s t e r.

So I d iscussed th is la ter wi th the AFL-CIO Ass is tant Di rector,
Franz Daniel, who himself worked in the South and was a
regional director in the South for a number of years. He was
once a Uni tar ian min is ter unt i l he got in to the labor movement-
he 's now a Uni tar ian min is ter in h is re t i rement again. And he
sa id , "Don ' t you know?" He sa id , " the fundamenta l i s t re l ig ion
i s t he work ing -c lass re l i g ion . The l i ves o f wo rke rs a re so
dull and so grinding and so miserable there, with nothing much
to recommend i t , tha t i t ' s p rec ise ly the he l l -and-b r ims tone
kind of revival ism that appeals to them and gives spice to
the i r l i ves . " So I t hough t t h i s was ve ry s t range , and the re ' s
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W I E N C E K : a b o o k E r s k i n e C a l d w e l l w r o t e a b o u t h i s l i f e . H i s f a t h e r w a s
a minister and he mentions a good deal of this, too. And in
i t Erskine Caldwel l a lso remarks about the working-c lass nature
of the fundamental is t and how i t can appeal . But the black
churches have qui te a d i fferent k ind of background. The black
churches became the k ind o f foca l po in t for the c iv i l r ights
movement. I remember, too, when I was in the South organizing
paperworkers, the L i ly Cup in Dar l ington, South Carol ina—
Darlington, South Carolina—this case became very famous because
it was a National Labor Relat ions Board case against Mi l l iken
Mi l l s , and he th rea tened he to ld t he worke rs t ha t he wou ld
shut down the plant if the union became organized. And he
d id . That , o f course, became an unfa i r labor pract ice charge
a g a i n s t h i m b e ca u se t h a t i s i n t i m i d a t i o n , co e rc i o n . Bu t i t
t ook a l ong . . . .wen t t h rough the cou r t s . . . . l ong , l ong pe r i od
of t ime and final ly the union won i t , but the workers by then
were dispersed and it was meaningless.

But when I cal led on the paperworkers, Mi l l iken Mi l ls was the
text i le mi l l in which a lo t o f the paperworkers ' w ives worked,
where a lot of the relat ives worked there. And I remember
normally the workers are always warm and friendly and, of
course, in this small l i t t le house which were company houses,
company-owned, was th is inev i tab le pot -be l l ied s tove r igh t in
the middle of the room. And you'd come in on a cold day and
they 'd say, "Take o f f your coa t . S i t down. " And be very cor
d i a l .

Then the Supreme Court decision came through on school desegre
gation. Wow! What a change! The whole atmosphere was completely
f r ig id . So when you walked in to people 's houses, a l l they
wou ld say is , "How y 'a l l fee l about the n iggers?" And, o f
course, you try to change the subject by saying that unions
are for workers and that we organize workers wherever they
are. But that case was hopeless then. The management managed
to foment i t .

They blew up a picture of the President of the Internat ional
Union of Electrical and Radio Machine Workers, dancing with a
black woman at a convention and all they needed was that pic
tu re and they d i s t r i bu ted i t t o a l l t he worke rs . And ou r
case was just s imply 1 mean our dr ive was just hopeless
from there on in. We had to abandon that.

I remember cal l ing on another family in the same town. This
man was an oiler, machine oiler, and as soon as the company
found that he signed a union card, they demoted him. And he
u l t i m a t e l y l o s t h i s j o b . H i s w i f e w o r k e d i n a r a d i o s t a t i o n ,
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r WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

and she wrote me a letter saying that although her husband
lost his job and we lost the drive—the organizing drive was
lost—she was never prouder of her husband than she was now
that he stood for something and he stood up for what he be
lieved. That was a very touching letter and I liked that.
They were a nice family. I was having a hard time getting
used to the Southern accent. They had a little girl and
she said, "I have a bawble." And I was thinking of the song
"Baubles." [laughter] And I says, "Oh, what color is it?"
And she looked so puzzled. She says, "Black, I reckon."
[laughter] She was talking about her Bible. They were a
wonderful family.

What kind of sacrifices did you make personally?

You don't think of those as sacrifices, for some reason.
First of all, you have a conviction about what you're doing.
And i t ' s a lways in terest ing. I t ' s fasc inat ing. I t might
be distressing, might be agonizing, but it's never boring.
If you can call it a sacrifice, the deprivation from not
being near a center of culture such as in a metropolitan
area. Like sometimes being in a distant city, a Southern
city, in which there's only one movie house and they're all
cowboy pictures. But your colleagues fill in the gap. You
sort of lean on each other a good deal because of the fact
that you're isolated. But somehow I never thought of that
because I always traveled with books. I always had my
record player and I always had a lot of records. And even
if I stayed in a motel I tried to make it as interesting as
possible. I listened to music and I read a good deal. Most
of the time you worked anyway—you even worked on Saturdays
so you only had Sundays free and then you did your laundry,
caught up on your correspondence and your bills, and all of
that .

The work is hard. An organizer's work is hard. For exam
ple, we would be up to catch the night shift coming off and
the day shift going on. So that meant we'd have to be
right at the plant gates at 6:30 in the morning, getting up
at five. Then you'd have to catch the evening shift going
in at eight. Then you'd have to come back and catch the
night shift going in, so we'd be sure to catch everyone.
Then during the days you made house calls. It was very
demanding.

The worst part of it is your isolation away from medical care.
You see, you could never take the time off and usually you
knew doctors in the town in which you originally lived, but
it was awfully hard to get back. We'd have one weekend in six
to come home, to take care of our personal affairs.



WIENCEK INTERVIEW 73.

WIENCEK: This would have a very bad effect upon the men. The divorce
rate was very high among organizers. I talked to a number
of the guys and they said, "Wel l , look, i t 's hard on our
wives because they have to take care of all, you know, the
compla in ts o f the ch i ld ren, the prob lems wi th the ch i ld ren,
the problems with everything, and when we were only home for
a weekend once in six weeks, the wives would hesitate about
bo the r ing us abou t those th ings . " O thers , o f cou rse , l i ked
i t . I a lways suspected that, among the guys in any case,
organ iz ing a t t rac ted men who d idn ' t want the respons ib i l i t y
of marriage, and they were like lovers coming home to a mis
tress on a weekend, you know. [ laughter] That was the kind
o f l i f e t h e y l i v e d , v e r y f r e e o f a n y r e a l f a m i l y r e s p o n s i b i l i
t i es . O f cou rse , some guys d idn ' t l i ke i t and even tua l l y
they dropped off and got other jobs because they couldn't bear
to be away from their families that much—it was hard on them.
For them, sure, i t was a sacrifice to be away from the family.
Some guys loved it.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

Well, not to be able to see a ballet, not to be able to go
to a concer t or p lay, I suppose is depr ivat ion of a sor t .
But then you have other kinds of observations that you make
about people, and see what their l ives are l ike and how they
l i v e . R e g i o n a l d i f f e r e n c e s a r e a l w a y s i n t e r e s t i n g . P e o p l e
are a lways fasc ina t ing and in te res t ing .

For some of the workers, you develop a real affect ion. And I
remember one gal—she was f i red for jo ining the union. So
while she was drawing her unemployment check—she was laid
off , they didn't want to say she was fired because that would
be ev idence fo r the un ion to fi le an un fa i r labor p rac t i ce
charge—she helped us organize. And I used to come to her
house qui te of ten, but before I went there she said, " I want
to prepare you. You know I have a melancholy chi ld." What
she meant, of course, she had a child that was retarded.

Mongoloid?

A mongolo id ch i ld , yes . The way that they spoke o f i t there .
She'd say, " I have a melancholy ch i ld . " Then, o f course,
there was a di fference between the text i le workers in the
mountains in Roanoke and the difference between the texti le
w o r k e r s i n t h e S o u t h , l i v i n g i n t h e r u r a l a r e a s . T h e t e x t i l e
workers always regarded the employer as a benefactor, giving
them a job. Industries were so far and few between there—
abou t a pe r ime te r o f fi f t y m i les in any d i rec t ion tha t they
would have to t ravel to a job i f they lost out—that you could
understand why they were fearful about joining a union.
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W I E N C E K : B u t a l s o b e c a u s e o f t h e n a t u r e o f t h e r e l i g i o n , t h e y h a d
absolute ly no exper ience wi th mutual a id. I f somebody got
fi r e d , " We l l i t w a s t o u g h . G l a d i t w a s n ' t m e . " T h a t k i n d
of a th ing. And I t r ied to exp la in to them how l i fe wou ld
be different for them—if somebody got hurt in some way
that a l l o f the union would ra l ly around that person to help.
This was awfully hard for them to grasp because they had
nothing, no experience with mutual aid of any kind because
the fundamenta l is t churches d idn ' t p rac t ice tha t k ind o f a
th ing , you see . They v i s i ted you i f you were i l l , bu t they
had no fund to t ide you over if you lost a job, as the

I E p i s c o p a l i a n m i n i s t e r d o w n h e r e d o e s a n d t h e b l a c k m i n i s t e r s
at the Methodist churches do here in my home in Calvert

I C o u n t y , M a r y l a n d , y o u s e e , o r m a k e t h e c o n t a c t w i t h s o c i a l
I a g e n c i e s t o s e e t h a t t h e y g e t h e l p — n o n e o f t h a t k i n d o f

exper ience as a so r t o f a commun i t y. We l l , rea l l y, they ' re
l ike a soc ia l worker would be, the min is ters . But none of

I t h a t w a s p r a c t i c e d b y t h e f u n d a m e n t a l i s t m i n i s t e r s . S o t h a t
was a di fferent exper ience. But the mountain people were
di f ferent . They were more independent . They were not that

i f e a r f u l a n d t h e y r e s p o n d e d m o r e . W e d i d n ' t w i n i t , b u t
nevertheless we had a much more active committee and they
worked hard.

| I N T E R V I E W E R : H o w l o n g w o u l d y o u s p e n d o n a v e r a g e f o r o n e c a m p a i g n ?

WIENCEK: Campa ign? Somet imes i t wou ld be seven mon ths , somet imes s i x ,
sometimes two years, bui lding a committee. Sometimes you'd
return af ter a year, or maybe two years i f you lost i t .

INTERVIEWER: I had meant to ask you about school when you were a child.
What were your favorite subjects?

W I E N C E K : H i s t o r y , I t h i n k . E n g l i s h a n d h i s t o r y . A n d a l s o d r a w i n g . I
used to love to d raw and ske tch . I l i ked tha t . Bu t , see , we
moved around so much and I told you partially because of black
listing and that every time we moved the school system was
s l ight ly d i f ferent . Every member o f my fami ly is a mathemat i
ca l i d i o t . We have abso lu te l y no f ee l i ng f o r ma thema t i cs . I
at t r ibuted to that factor that we moved so of ten, and the
school systems were so different that we never got a grounding
in it and I understand, reading now, that workers move around
a good deal anyway, more than the middle-class people. They're
more apt to rent than to buy a house—that's changing, of
course, but not for the new entrants in to the labor market l ike
b lacks and Puer to Ricans, because they ' re s t i l l renters .
Anyway, we moved a good deal from city to city. I told you
about my father painting the bottom of the kitchen, you know.
Those are the kinds of things we liked. We drew most of the
t ime.
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WIENCEK:

What kind of friends attracted you?

Just kids....who play. And since you moved from one place to
another so often, you never had any lasting friends that you
can except for one that I'd keep in touch with, but she was
not a schoolmate. She was a daughter of my mother's friend
and she's now a school teacher. She belongs to that church
that my mother did—the Polish National Church, which is—it's
not quite Protestant, but they don't follow the Pope of Rome.
That was it. She's active in that church and also she speaks
Polish very fluently, which I no longer do. But that friend
I keep in touch with. And one friend with whom I grew up with
and worked at the telephone company back in Michigan, occasion
ally I keep in touch with her. But most of my friends are from
around the labor movement because my life became quite different
after I was active in the labor movement.

What about favorite teachers?

I remember only one, really. He was a history teacher in high
school. I once wrote a composition, and my composition was
about the struggle of workers in various countries and how the
plight of workers is difficult in some countries, and how the
coolie has to work hard and has to run with this cart. And he
was very much interested in me and he said, "Where did you get
such ideas?" And he began to talk with me and I remember him
as a favorite teacher. But that's all so far in the distant
pas t tha t i t ' s d i f ficu l t t o reca l l r ea l l y.

Which would you say was your favorite parent?
admired the most?

Say the one you

Both, of course. Of course, I lost my mother when I was just
seventeen. But both. Both had different kinds of things to
contribute. My mother was sort of a one-woman social agency,
too. She....when anyone was in trouble, they'd say, "Well,
go and see Emma. She'll know what to do." She was forever
taking people to the friend of the court or to some social
agency, translating for them, and everyone said, "Well, Emma
will know what to do. Come and see Emma." You know, and
she did.

In that respect, my sister Cecelia is very much like her—I
told you about my sister Cele being Director of Volunteer Ser
vices with the Metropol i tan Hospital . This ident ificat ion,
of course, with workers, with change, runs through our
family—all of us had it. It took with us and lasted through
out our lives.
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WIENCEK: I said that one of the most fruitful t imes of my l i fe was with
the last ten years—International Union of Radio Electrical
and Machine Workers. This was a union that in the early
years, in the early CIO days, was originally the union for the
United Electrical Workers, and during the fifties the CIO had
a purge of left-wing unions. They formed an organizing commit
tee and the International Union of Electrical and Radio Machine
Workers became the union which had the jurisdiction in the
field, although the UE still exists—the United Electrical Wor
kers—still exists as an independent union.

The differences that tore them apart are not present any longer.
The leaders....there was a membership rebellion against commu
nist control. And that was during the war years when the allies
joined with Soviet Union. From a militant union, which it once
was, it all of a sudden became terrible patriotic. Among that
and other kinds of things made many of the members realize that
a true....I mean, a union....it was not detached from a party
which controlled, in some ways, their actions. They were always
around with the cans collecting for the starving Rumanians or
some such thing—a struggle against this, a struggle against
that. So within the UE a strange coalition was formed. They
called it Union Democracy Committee and it was a coalition of
Catholic trade unionists—Association of Catholic Trade Union
ists—and socialists, those that were oriented toward socialism,
that began the breakaway from UE.

In terms of outlook, IUE was one of those unions that would be
called a social union, and by that I mean there's a difference
between a bread-and-butter union and a social union. The
social union responds to workers' problems and social issues.
I remember telling you how concerned we were that we wanted
our workers to understand what the black struggle was all
about, what the urban crisis was about. James Carey, the presi
dent of the IUE, for example, participated in the [civil rights]
march on Selma. We identified closely to that, with the
Civil Rights Movement. It was the kind of a union that I felt
completely at home in, much more so than the telephone workers
who had no kind of reaction to social problems at that time.
So I would say that that was the most fruitful.

I worked under a guy the first five years that I was with the
IUE, Ben Segal. I worked with a man who had an interesting
background. They used to joke and say that he was the only Jew
they knew that was a Friend. He worked for the American Field
Service for a long time, the Quaker outfit. He had a real feel
for people. He could come into a group of diverse people and
a very short time jell them together so that there would be sort
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WIENCEK: of a sense of unity there, and a sense of togetherness there.
He also was a very ambitious man. He kept driving you to
achieve goals you never knew you could, you see, and it's
because of that kind of activity that under his direction I
did quite a bit. I developed the syllabus for teacher train
ing, for steward training and the one on auto instruction.
He often didn't quite know what was involved, but he would
drive you on to do it.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

Then the other five years, although they didn't call me that,
I became the education director—they called me education
coordinator—I became education director for about the next
five years. And it was an interesting period because I did
something quite different. The emphasis was changed.

One of the things when you work for the labor movement, the
thing that is ever present is change. You're assigned as an
organizer to one director after another, and you have to know
what ails this guy or what's he like or how will I work with
him, and you learn to adapt. During the time that I was with
the IUE I had three different directors. And every time I
had to reestablish a relationship, a completely different kind
of relat ionship and I had to function differently. I t 's an
interesting sort of series of adaptations that you have to
make. But I enjoy that the most, I think.

Which sex have you worked with the most?

Men....and women, too, but mostly with men. You know, we were
talking the other day about whether or not there was any dis
crimination and now that I come to think of it, you know, we
had no awareness of those things because, first of all, we
thought this was the way it was, period. And when I thought
about what you talked about, "Was there discrimination?" of
course, because as a woman you'd have to know how to be....how
not to challenge men and how not to compete because if you're
competitive with men, they would immediately, their guard would
be immediately raised. So it 's fortunate that quite early in
the labor movement, I already believed in cooperation more
than I did in competition. To me, you can't even compete with
out cooperation. So, you see, I believe in a cooperative society.
A labor union, to me, is a cooperative, a mutual aid organiza
tion. So to cooperate was really the most important end. So
I would ask myself, "What do I really want out of this? Is
it to really be competitive or to get the job done?" And I'd
have to do it that way.
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WIENCEK: So when you ta lked, and when you spoke wi th your male co l lea
gues, I know that you often had to preface your statements
by a sort of a self-deprecating term. While most men would
say, "A thing is so," a woman would say, "Well, i t 's been my
experience and I don't know how anyone else's experience,"
or "As you may have heard," or "As some say."

Of course, as the attitudes of men changed toward women, toward
women colleagues, more women in the labor movement, the less
necessary i t was to do this. And a woman learns quite quickly
which colleagues are unsure of themselves and those that are
so sure o f themse lves . I f they ' re sure o f themse lves , then
you don ' t have to use the se l f -deprecat ing prefaces. You s imply
say a th ing is so. To that extent , of course there has been
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n .

Another case I remember, too, in which Morris Makin was the
other co l league—he was an in terest ing guy. He fought in
the Spanish Civil War and he was an education director in
one of the locals of the Internat ional Ladies Garment Workers
and final ly came wi th Text i les . He remained behind in the
dr ive when i t fa i led , to keep a ske le ton c rew. Qui te obv ious
ly, because of my experience, I was the person to keep the
group knit together and should have been assigned that. So
whom he selected instead was a volunteer plant worker, and
he said, "Wel l , the men won' t accept you." And I said, "But
t h i s i s s o b l a t a n t l y d i s c r i m i n a t o r y. O b v i o u s l y I ' m g o i n g t o
be f ron t ing th i s guy and figh t ing fo r h im, and rea l l y adv is ing
h im a l l the way. Why not me? Why d idn ' t you. . . .o f a l l peop le ,
you should have assigned me." He said, "Wel l , they' re not
used to i t . " I says , " I th ink they wou ld accept you fo r what
you are . " And I found th is to be tu re .

I remember once when I was addressing a telephone workers'
group. After I got through talking, a man came up to me and
he said, "Do you know, I hope you don't misunderstand what
I 'm saying, but when I l isten to you talk, you're not a woman
to me. I don ' t mean that you ' re not lady l ike, but I mean
you ' re say ing the th ings I be l ieve, and I don ' t th ink o f you
either as a woman or a man, but just somebody saying those
th ings. " So I rea l ized tha t there 's more acceptance on the
basis of a personal i ty rather than whether you're male or
f e m a l e . I t h i n k t h i s i s p o s s i b l y t h e k e y.

One of the things that I 've learned, and had to learn the hard
way, is that cont rary to most people 's be l ie fs , people are not
a t t r ac ted t o pu re i s sues . They i den t i f y w i t h t hose i s sues i f
they l ike you or they admire you. But on the pure issues, they
d o n ' t a t a l l . I t ' s t h e f o r c e o f l e a d e r s h i p , t h e f o r c e o f i d e n
ti ty with those kinds of things and whether they respond to you
that makes them think.
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WIENCEK: Looking back, whi le I was educat ion d i rector for the Nat ional
Federation of Telephone Workers, Paperworkers, why was it
possible for me to do some education conferences for the
Paperworkers and for the steward training courses for the
All ied Store Workers? Because I think they accepted women in
education. Women as teachers are accepted. Eventual ly, women
as organizers were accepted, but usually women organized women.
I t was on ly rare ly tha t you 'd organ ize men, too . But in the
fie ld o f l abo r educa t ion , I t h ink i t was ve ry much l i ke tha t .

I remember a time when my boss, Ben Segal, sent me off to an
assignment to Lynn [Massachusetts] , and the president there,
when he heard that I was coming out, that I was a woman, he
didn't want me to come out. But once I got there and I worked
with the group, they cal led up—he cal led up to say that I
had done a good job.

We discussed work relations between men and women....my own
cousin raised this quest ion. He said, "How do you get along
wi th the men?" And I sa id , "Wel l , fo r one th ing, I accept the
fact that all human beings must be permitted to save face,
whether they are men or women. And if you permit that, you
permit those face-saving devices whi le doing your job, they
w i l l l i ke you fo r i t . " And so , i n wo rk ing w i th men I do tha t .
I do that with women, too.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

Don' t humi l iate them.

Ye s . R i g h t . I f y o u w a n t t o e s t a b l i s h a r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t ' s
exactly what you do. If you have suggestions to make, you
a l so do i t ca re fu l l y. Oh , yes , I was a l so educa t i on d i rec to r
for the Government and Civic Employees for five years. But
I fo l lowed tha t p remise r igh t a long and I found tha t i t ' s a
va luab le recogn i t ion o f work ing w i th peop le , tha t 's necessary
to do i t . Even i f you have to cor rect people , you th ink o f
ways to i n t roduce tha t so tha t i t w i l l he lp .

For an example, I discovered that working with people to get
them to accept more responsibi l i ty, and therefore more leader
ship, I would wi thdraw my serv ices gradual ly f rom them. I
would be with them, maybe three executive board meetings,
especial ly when I was working with local presidents and then
I 'd say.. . .you know, after we'd go through about how you
hand le . . . .we 'd have a se r i es o f t r a i n i ng , t r a i n i ng on l oca l
un ion admin is t ra t ion . Then I wou ld absent myse l f , say, " I 'm
sorry, but I can ' t be there. But ca l l me and te l l me how i t
went . " And they would cal l me and they said, "Wel l , th is



W I E N C E K I N T E R V I E W 8 0 .

W I E N C E K : w o r k e d a n d t h i s d i d n ' t w o r k . " I s a i d , " W e l l , m a y b e n e x t t i m e
you might t ry th is . I found i t to work when I was loca l p res i
d e n t . A n d i t d i d . M a y b e i t w o n ' t b u t i t ' s w o r t h a t r y. "
And so you give them another sort of dimension. Then eventually
you don't come at al l , except to give a report at the monthly
meeting about what you're doing in the area, you know, to orga
nize the area. And that 's how I worked wi th local groups.

Somet imes i t doesn' t work. And then again, you don' t of ten
have time to meet with the people to assess the nature of the
leadership and what the character and the nature of the local
o ffic ia ls are . One group I was ass igned to work w i th , the
Paperworke rs i n Nor the rn V i rg in ia—Cov ing ton , V i rg in ia—beau t i f u l
area, mounta ins. The educat ion d i rector o f the Paperworkers
was going on another assignment and he sent me there. And he
s a i d , " We l l , t h e y n e e d a l o t o f l e a d e r s h i p t r a i n i n g . I t ' s a
good local , but the k ind of th ings that they need to do for
themselves they probably are not doing."

So when I went in, here I was a woman coming in and saying—
and I d idn ' t want to create the impress ion of say ing, "Wel l ,
you ' re do ing th is wrong, you ' re do ing tha t wrong. " So I sa id ,
"Wel l , we ' re go ing to do a sor t o f a se l f -appra isa l sess ion.
I t 's going to hur t because you' re going to look at yourselves
as though you ' re look ing a t a mi r ro r. " So we d id th is . One
of the th ings that we d iscovered dur ing th is process o f se l f -
eva luat ion is tha t they were under tak ing communi ty respons ib i l i t y
that was not theirs to assume at al l , spending six thousand
dollars a year on it. When a guy had been injured and already
exhausted his workmen's compensation, and st i l l wasn't going to
work, the local would help, for example, the local would help
and give him a welfare check from the local. And they'd do that
w i th la id -o f f members as we l l . So I c lear ly saw that what
they needed was some community services training to make con
tact with the community.

So I called in a guy by the name of Waterson, who was one of the
labor representatives of the Community Chest and knew very well
what to do with the group, and he got them to make contact with
the mayor of the town and some of the commissioners—or whatever,
aldermen, whatever you call them there. And they came down
because, for one thing, they knew that the union helped elect
them. And it was Waterson who suggested to them that here this
local was accepting a large community obligation and they found
out by getting the mayor himself to figure out where the commu
nity—the Red Feather drives are going. They found that an
awful lot of i t was going to Boy Scouts, Gir l Scouts, and things
of tha t na ture . They had no lega l serv ices , no soc ia l serv ices ,
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WIENCEK: that they were real ly g iv ing a substant ia l amount of funds to.
And so these cases for which the local was paying six thousand
dol lars a year were fina l ly sh i f ted to the communi ty where i t
r i g h t f u l l y b e l o n g e d . B u t t h a t ' s t h e k i n d o f a t h i n g i n l a b o r
educat ion tha t you do , you see. You t ry to ge t i t re levant to
t h e k i n d o f a c t i v i t y.

This local was a heck of a good local. Maybe that's why they
took i t so we l l . They t ook i t i n s t r i de . Why, I comp l imen ted
them—this is a local union where the members took the kids
to, where they usual ly, a f ter a shor t meet ing, they 'd have a
stomping, a foot-stomping band, you know [ laughter] , and they'd
soc ia l i ze a f t e r t ha t . The re wasn ' t a bee r bus t , bu t so r t o f
coffee-and-donuts k ind of th ing wi th a band. And i t was a
crummy ha l l . I t was a rea l c rummy ha l l . Bu t there was l i fe
a n d v i t a l i t y t h e r e .

Another group that I t r ied to do
respond a t a l l , ma t te r o f f ac t ,
a ve ry f ancy ha l l . No th ing took
union meeting which was rarely a
percent, and they rented out the
groups in the community but didn
t h e m s e l v e s . A n d j u s t t h e d i f f e r
and local unions, how they opera
res t i ng expe r ience .

the same th ing wi th d idn ' t
responded w i th hos t i l i t y, had
p lace there , a per func to ry

ttended by more than ten
h a l l t o a l l k i n d s o f o t h e r

' t u t i l i z e i t t o t h e e x t e n t
ence between the leadership
te . So tha t was a ve ry i n te -

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

How would you say that your being a woman affected your influence?

Upon men?

Yes . The l eade rs .

Wel l , I th ink that they eventual ly see that you 've had exper
ience and especially when you say, "When I was a local presi
dent," and they say, "How many members?" And I'd say, "Nothing
l i ke yours , i t was on ly th ree o r fou r thousand . " And , o f
course, they would have a local of ten thousand, something
l ike th is . And you 'd a lso say, "Wel l , you know what the
expe r ience i s i n t h i s respec t . " He re you a re—we ' re ta l k i ng
about steward t ra in ing—how necessary i t is for the steward
to develop a sense of knowing how to ask questions because it's
the quest ions that are so important .

And, of course, you in tersperse i t wi th jokes. So you go on
to te l l them a joke about the k ing o f the jung le . Here 's
this l ion comes roar ing into the jungle and pounding his
chest and roar ing, "Who is the k ing of the jungle?" And the
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W I E N C E K : m o n k e y s a l l s h i v e r a n d s a y, " Yo u a r e . " A n d t h e y g o o v e r a n d
this bully lion goes all the way around and does the same
thing, pounding his chest and "Who's the king of the jungle?"
Pretty soon he comes to an elephant and he says this to him
and the elephant ignores him. And he roars again, "Who is
the k ing o f the jung le?" And the e lephant ignores h im. And
he roars again , "Who's the k ing of the jung le?" Pret ty soon
the elephant calmly takes him along with his trunk, swishes
him around and throws him, and the lion says, "Gee whiz, just
because I asked the wrong question, you didn't have to do this
to me!" So you l ighten up, you know, you give i t a l ight
t o u c h . I h a v e n ' t f o u n d t h a t w a s t o o d i f fi c u l t . P e o p l e c o m e
to know you.

The same local in which—in Lynn, Massachusetts—in which the
local president there raised hel l about sending a woman, asked
me back time and time again after that through several succes
sions of presidents. So you re late your own exper ience, you
see, and you do it in that way.

Then, of course, I 'm glad I had the organizing experience
because that also helped. I t helped to understand people and
I think it made me a better educator because I understood
where people were in their own development. Then the st int
I had to do in bui ld ing local un ions. When you' re a smal l
union, you' re sor t of a t roubleshooter. And in Government and
Civic Employees, i t was up to me to try to restore local unions
which were trai l ing and were no longer operating. So you have
to do th is leadership b i t and local union operat ion, have a
course on local union operation—how you conduct your local
union, how you appoint committees to get the job done, how you
keep the committees working, what you do about publicity, what
you do about get t ing your negot iat ing commit tee proper ly t ra ined
and how you use mater ials; the role the president plays in this
and a l l the k inds o f th ings , how he de lega tes respons ib i l i t i es .
A l l tha t amounts to i s a sor t o f leadersh ip t ra in ing in a vo lun
tee r o rgan iza t i on . And tha t ' s the k ind o f t h ing tha t you do .

Of course, one never knows how men react once you're gone, but
I can only. . . . I can sense th is f rom the response and the fact
that very of ten the local would wr i te back acknowledging thei r
appreciation for having me with them and we try to do something
d i f f e r e n t e a c h t i m e . I f t h e r e w a s a s e d u c a t i o n d i r e c t o r, I
would always work through him or her in the local union situa
t i on . And th i s i s t he way i t wo rked , a lways to bu i l d up . . . .
and in so doing, the local educat ion di rector learned something
too, and I would learn something. I would learn something
f r o m t h a t g r o u p . I t h i n k t h e m o s t i n t e r e s t i n g t h i n g — I t h i n k
I t o l d y o u a b o u t t h i s — t h i s l i t t l e l o c a l w h e r e I d i d t h i s h i s
t o r y p r o j e c t ? We l l , s o y o u a t t e m p t t o r e l a t e i t t o t h e i r
in terests and the k ind of th ings that they do.
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0 INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

0

Well, which sex were you more comfortable working with?

I believe men. And some women, some women. I was then, at
that time, more comfortable working with men because, first
of all, by virtue of women's experience, it was difficult for
them to be objective and not to get emotional. I think that's
changing a good deal now because women are beginning to have
a good deal more experience. Once somebody asked me, "From
a woman's point of view, how do you see this grievance?" So
I said, "A grievance is a grievance. What does the contract
say? A contract clause doesn't look any different to a man
than it does to a woman." And so you'd end that business of
how a woman reacts.

But the difference is that some women, because of the lack of
training, the lack of self-confidence, would react emotionally
to a problem rather than try to figure it out. Not that there
aren't any emotional men—of course there are. Not that there
aren t any subjective men—of course there are. You see, by
virtue of the nature of the training....but once a gal got
experience, sometimes far superior women were leaders.

One such gal I remember in West Virginia, in a town—Fairmont,
West Virginia. This gal became president of an electronics
plant local, and apparently it was about 50/50 men and about
50/50 women. But her leadership capacities were apparent that
early, that they elected her. She attended an institute that
I conducted at Miami University. It was a week-long institute
that we—summer schools—that we conduct. I handled the work
shop on local union administration.

She was complaining about how much there was to being a local
union president, about how much worrying she had to do. Well,
of course, the purpose of local union administration is to get
the local union leader to realize that he's got to involve
other people, or else he or she is going to worry alone. And
they'll let her do it, or him do it because people are naturally
lethargic, they don't want to be involved. And so the key was
not specifically how you take care of each individual union
component, you see, but rather how to lead, how to delegate
responsibility, how to keep continuity going, how to keep report
ing back, how to keep seeing that you deliver on the commitments
that you made, and how you use your secretary as a source,
whereby they remind you of your unfulfilled commitments—that
kind of a thing. And they learned how to knit an organization.
By knitting I mean they've got to get cohesion there. Well,
that's the kind of thing that I've been doing as a labor educa
tor and a troubleshooter.
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INTERVIEWER: What other kinds of non-union women's issues were you involved
in?

WIENCEK: Where?

INTERVIEWER: We l l , t h roughou t you r l i f e .

WIENCEK: Oh, none. Because there wasn' t the awareness. And within the
un ion, i f you funct ioned as a un ion leader, you d idn ' t th ink
in terms of women's issues. You thought in those terms of the
organizat ional concerns and the organizat ional job to be done.

Go ing back to th i s l i t t l e g i r l i n Fa i rmont , somet ime la te r she
wrote a le t ter that sa id , " I appl ied what we d iscussed in the
workshop . " And she sa id , " I t ' s much be t te r. I don ' t have as
much to do. I don't have as much to worry about." But the
o the r th ing tha t I used to s t ress i s t he ob l i ga t i on o f t ha t
part icular leader to develop others, even though i t might mean
that you ' re no longer pres ident . And not everybody is go ing
to do that . I 've heard guys say, "You know, you must th ink I
have a hole in my head to get him to replace me." And so they
de l i be ra te l y wou ldn ' t . Bu t I po in ted ou t tha t the l abo r move
ment depends on the continuity of able leaders.

Supposing that particular leader decided to be a one-man or a
one-woman operation and decided to withdraw his or her services.
She or he got t ired or it or got a better job or got a promo
t ion. What happens to the local then? There has to be
cont inu i ty. Too many impor tan t th ings are a t s take—the con
t rac t , t he re la t i onsh ip you bu i l d up w i th the emp loye r—a l l
k inds o f th ings tha t a re a t s take . So the loca l un ion p res iden t
in Fairmont did i t . She found hersel f a leader and she developed
him and he became the local president.

When I retired from the IUE, the gal that succeeded me as edu
cation director—her chief concern is the development of women
leaders and rights of women in the plant. She heads the
women's d iv is ion. Th is is the IUE union that I to ld you about
that always had such an excellent stand on equal pay for equal
work, and they were one of the early unions, the unions early
t o . . .

INTERVIEWER: IUE?

WIENCEK: IUE, yes. The Social Act ion Department, of which labor educa
t ion was a par t , t r ied to es tab l i sh the fac t tha t they had to
be in compliance with the Equal Employment Opportunity Act and
that they 'd bet ter get the cont racts in compl iance and they 'd
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WIENCEK: better develop some women leaders. So every other year they
had a women's conference, in Washington and on a regional
b a s i s .

They are developing some good women leaders now in the IUE,
although I believe the percentage of women is something l ike
twenty- f ive—about the same percentage as b lacks—twenty- f ive
percent women in the indust ry. That I th ink is remarkable
that an organizat ion should concern i tsel f wi th women's prob
lems.

0

This comes under a socia l act ion department . In th is union,
Bill Gary, who heads the Social Action Department, who him
s e l f i s b l a c k ; a n d t h e e d u c a t i o n d i r e c t o r, * s h e ' s b l a c k ,
you know, the education coordinator and the head of the
Women's Division. But she's an economist as well , so she
h a s a d d i t i o n a l c r e d e n t i a l s . I d i d n ' t h a v e t h a t k i n d o f a
background. Mat te r o f fac t , I th ink I was the on ly educat ion
director in the AFL-CIO that was without a degree. And when
I ta l ked w i th G lo r ia , she sa id , " I 'm so r t o f hes i tan t abou t
the a rea o f be ing a labor educa to r. " I sa id , "Don ' t be .
The whole field is so damn exper imental . And you just feel
your way. You p lay i t by ear. That 's what you have to do.
It has to be based on the needs of the people, the needs of
the local leaders, the i r temperment , the i r own envi ronment
and involvement, what the community 's l ike—very often you
have to take al l these things into considerat ion and you deve
lop a program around those needs. So you ' l l do fine." And
she has.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

0

She has marvelous bearing, marvelous poise. But in some areas
where she hasn't had the experience, and it shows, she does
what anyone else without the experience would do. For exam
ple, she overloads her program with too many speakers, so
she doesn't get things done. Or else crowds the program with
too many things. She has yet to develop a sense of t iming
and that , o f course, in any p lann ing is impor tant . So you
don ' t ge t tha t a l l a t once . You have to deve lop i t .

Well, on the subject of women's needs, women's role in the
unions, how responsive do you think that organized labor in
general is today?

Not ve ry. No t ve ry. There a re some un ions tha t do th is . The
Autoworkers is one of the unions that qui te ear ly on establ ished
a women's department . Wel l , par t o f th is is due to the radi
cal t radi t ion, saying that there is no women's problem as
such—it 's an economic problem. I t 's the same as they used to

* Gloria Johnson.
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W I E N C E K : s a y a b o u t t h e b l a c k p r o b l e m . B u t , o f c o u r s e , t h e y c h a n g e d
the i r pos i t ion , you see. Even among the le f t -w ingers , Len in
rea l i zed tha t . . . . he though t tha t the re ' s no th ing more dead ly
than the rou t ine o f po ts and pans . He fe l t tha t tha t du l led
women's minds. But in the Soviet Union, even though women
have some key posi t ions, nevertheless, the leadership ro les
are pretty much preempted by men.

I remember when I first came to Washington to work for the
Nat ional Federat ion of Telephone Workers, I inher i ted an apart
ment from a gal who was active in Germany under the denazifica
t ion p rogram. I t was her job . . . . she go t a job w i th the S ta te
Department and i t was her job to work with the denazificat ion
o f t h e c a r t e l s . A n d s h e w a s d e fi n i t e l y l e f t - w i n g . S h e w a s
never a member of the Communist Party, but she was a communist
sympathizer and she got quickly dis i l lusioned there because she
saw some of the party leadership in act ion there.

But she left behind her the embassy magazine Soviet Union Today.
And I came upon a story that the Soviet Embassy was trying
very hard to establish that women had key roles in the pro
fessions, and this story was about a woman judge. It went on
to show the typical kind of case she handles during the course
of her day. And a young worker who is twelve years old came
to her and he had played hookey from his job—he was a signal
man on the rai lroad. He was twelve years old, signalman on
the ra i l road. She a t fi rs t fined h im a week 's pay and then
she finally had to dock him three months' pay because this was
the th i rd t ime he had done i t . We l l , I l aughed l i ke he l l
because here's a story which shows there is child labor and
such a responsible job to give to a kid on a rai l road, and
instead of demonstrat ing the equal i ty of the sexes in the Soviet
Un ion , i t r a i ses ano the r ques t i on , o f t ha t o f ch i l d l abo r,
[ l a u g h t e r ]

But I th ink unions are recognizing—and of course they're com
pelled to now, they're compelled to because of EEOC. They
have to get the contracts in compl iance. Most ly i t was the
women who were the last hired and the first fired, and mostly
i t was women that enjoyed only departmental rather than plant-
w ide sen io r i t y. A l so the j obs tha t were cons ide red , t he
high-paying jobs that were considered pr imar i ly male jobs—now
the gi r l . . . . the woman worker has the r ight to appeal to her
steward, and if she doesn't get anywhere there she appeals to
the ch ie f s teward and then the loca l p res iden t . I f t hey don ' t
respond, she knows now that she can go to EEOC and very often
women have. And some of the local unions have been saying,
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WIENCEK: "Oh, my God, we got stung here. What happened?" you know.
And then Bill Gary would say, "We told you that you have to
watch out for those things. You have to represent women
much more carefully now than you ever did before, and you
have to examine the job contents to find out whether or not
they are discriminatory." So many a case has been won, and
now the local unions are more than carefu l about i t , especia l ly
the IUE.

The Steelworkers have had that problem, too. Now they've come
out wi th the. . . .Bethlehem Steel and the Uni ted Steelworkers
have come out with an affirmative action program for women
workers and blacks. They have to get stung by the law a couple
o f t imes be fo re they rea l i ze th is i s fo r rea l and they 've go t
to do i t . And so there is an awareness, wi th the except ion
of maybe a couple of unions—the UAW and ours, and the CWA which
got stung a couple of times because there was this famous case
in which a woman got the job as frameman and you work behind
repair ing that and you have to be sort of flat-chested and
skinny to f i t between the narrow places—but a g i r l got i t and
got paid the same rate as men. The telephone company got stung
on that and the union got stung because the suit was against
t he un ion f o r f a i l i ng t o r ep resen t he r adequa te l y. So a f t e r
a few stings like that, the union becomes much more aware of
i t and they beg in to look a t i t in a d i f fe ren t way.

Well , I told you that I . . . .you keep asking me about women's
problems, per se. Well, I was aware there were some, but
that's the way things were then. There was no law, no law to
s t rengthen i t . And the fluke by wh ich i t was inc luded in the
EEO, as par t o f the C iv i l R igh ts Ac t , i s another s i tua t ion .
This Senator [Haro ld K. ] Smi th f rom Vi rgn ia threw i t in th ink
ing that i t was going to hamper the Civ i l Rights Act . So he
added in women as well as blacks on equal employment opportu
nity. And for a long time the EEOC didn't do a damn thing
about women, even though it was on the books. But it took
the Women's Lib to begin processing and hol ler ing about I t .
So now instead of something that was intended to hamper the
Civi l Rights Act, i t has turned out to be a benefit to women.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

How do you feel about the Equal Rights Amendment?

O h , i t ' s g o i n g t o p a s s , u l t i m a t e l y. I t ' s g o t t o . I w a s a
delegate to the League of Women Voters Convention this year,
and some people misunderstood what went on there. The motion
was to have the ERA as a separate study because they felt that
a lot of women in the League of Women Voters needed to have
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W I E N C E K : t h e i r a w a r e n e s s h e i g h t e n e d a b o u t t h e n e e d o f t h e E R A . A n d i t
was defeated. But it was defeated not by those who opposed it,
but simply because they were already working on it . They were
already at the stage where they were working with the state
l eg i s l a tu res . And t o make i t a s t udy i t em a t t h i s pa r t i cu l a r
t ime wou ld on ly d is t rac t them f rom the i r leg is la t ive job wh ich
they were now at. But that didn't mean that the League of
Women Voters would not continue to send out materials, you see.
And i f a local chapter wished to make i t a study i tem, nothing
could prevent them f rom doing i t . And th is was the posi t ion
they took on that.

I told you that I had served for five years as Chairman of the
Commission on Human Relations. We've had some complaints on
the basis of sex, but never anything that we could real ly put
ou r tee th in to . And tw ice i t was . . . . once on the bas is o f
sex, once on the basis of race—but on the basis of sex, she
was a black woman hired as a custodial person. She claimed
that she was discr iminated against .

This gal had a history of being loud-mouthed and here she is a
jan i to r in a schoo l , c lean ing up in the presence o f k ids . And
she usual ly in i t iated the obscene remarks, and in th is case
she made some sort of an obscene remark to a male colleague
a n d h e r e t o r t e d i n k i n d . S h e g o t fi r e d . H a d s h e n o t i n i t i a t e d
it, we could have had a case because two people were engaged
in obscene language before some school kids. But we had nothing.
Also the Board of Education showed that upon two separate
occasions they did a very remarkable thing for an adul t—they
assigned a counselor to work with her about work habits. This
is rather unique for an employee. You know, usual ly they do
these for kids but not for adult workers. And so we had to
admit that they had more than tried to work with her and we
dismissed the case. But we're very much aware of i t .

Of course, I'm not on the HR [Human Relations] Commission this
year, but I wi l l be next year again. We can' t succeed our
selves after having been on the Commission for three years.
I was on there for five years because the Calvert County
commissioners didn't know any better and they reappointed me
for another th ree years . I po in ted th is out to them and
they said, "Oh, wel l , don' t go through the bother of doing
i t n o w. " S o t h e y ' r e d o i n g s o m e w r i t t e n m a t e r i a l s , p a r t i c u l a r l y
on the rights of women, on lending, on borrowing, and on
employment—so i t ' l l be in te res t ing to see .



WIENCEK INTERVIEW 89.

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

On our Commission is a gal who filed a case against American
Airlines and lost it. The EEOC didn't have any more money and
told her to get a lawyer to process it herself. I thought
this was very unusual. I don't understand why. But she still
has this lawyer and she's trying. It was on pregnancy. So
at least we have one gal who is very much aware, on the
Commission, of women's rights and so she's good. And the
chairman's a woman, a very good woman, too. But here I am
now working in the community, identifying with it, very much
in the way that I used to try to advise our union officers to
do. And only now have I gotten around to doing it myself.

How would you think that women's being women made them any
more or any less effective?

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

0

Where?

In the union movement, with unions. You mentioned . . .

Yes. I mentioned that this is true ini t ial ly, and I think
that because of the woman's isolation from participation in
organizations and also from participation in unions—they're
not accustomed to working out problems of that nature and
viewing i t object ive ly. Wel l , I th ink i t 's possib le. Once
they do become union officers and become leaders that it's
changed.

I don't know if I told you about this. I was working with a
group in Toronto, Ontario, doing a conference for the Cana
dian District of our union with the IUE, and I'd been doing
one on leadership training and also on steward training, and
using my auto-instruction manual on an experimental basis to
see how it would fit into it. At the end of the session I
was waiting for one of the staff men to pick me up to take
me to the airplane, and I was just idly talking to some of
the gals. There were two gals there, one was an old French
Canadian woman, Cecile; and the other one was a Scotch woman
with a burr—real burr—Lucille. And I asked them, "How did
getting to the union change your life?" So they said, "Oh,"
she said, "How it's changed my"—this is the little French
woman—"how it's changed my life! You know Mr. McCann, the
boss. He talks to you like you was an animal and I used to
take it. But this time I just got elected president and I
knew that everybody's eye was on me. And they said, 'Now,
what's Cecile going to do when he talks to her like that?'"
She said, "Well, I couldn't let him get by with this anymore.
My knees were shaking and I know my voice was shaking and I
said, 'Mr. McCann, I'm now a union officer and you can't talk
to me like that! I'm not a private citizen anymore!'"
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WIENCEK: And I though t , "My God, here i s th is woman who rose to the
obl igat ions of leadership. She knew that she had to have the
respect of her coworkers, and she had to establ ish the fact
that the management had to respect her, too. Because in this
situation she represented workers, even though he represented
the company. So I was sort of proud of that gal. Here she
was putt ing on the mantle of leadership.

And so I said to this gal , Luci l le, "How did i t change you?"
She said, "You know, I 'm chief steward. And my family was
always te l l ing me I have no tact . I jus t say th ings that come
to the top of my head. Now when I became chief steward, I
knew I couldn' t do th is anymore. I had to th ink out what I
said because I wasn' t ta lk ing for mysel f anymore. Everyone
was depending on me." And so she says, "I 'd say that my l i fe's
changed because I 've learned how to be more tactful." And so
in two of these situations, you see, here were women who were
farm women because the General Electr ic.. . .not only do they
run away South, but they run into rura l areas, Oakvi l le ,
Ontario, a rural area. They're women who used to work on the
farms and women in their fift ies who had gotten a job, you
see. And here they were r is ing to respons ib i l i t y and un ion
leadership and doing i t wel l , and understanding the nature of
leadership, which is a hell of a lot more than many of the
male unionists I 've met who knuckled under. So, you see,
women can rise to the occasion, and they do, and know what it
en ta i l s . They r i se to i t , too , and ve ry we l l somet imes , and
qu i te courageous ly.

INTERVIEWER: How do you account for yourse l f? You were firs t act ive in
a union that was . . .

W I E N C E K : . . . p r i m a r i l y w o m e n .

INTERVIEWER: . . . primari ly made up of women. How do you think things
might have been different had you been in another organiza
t i on?

W I E N C E K : W h a t d o y o u m e a n ?

INTERVIEWER: As a woman. In other words . . .

W I E N C E K : I d o n ' t k n o w , I r e a l l y d o n ' t k n o w . I t ' s h a r d t o s a y . I t h i n k
that what occurs in most peop le 's l i ves is that poss ib ly a t
that part icular t ime you have more knowledge about unionization
than anybody else does—not what it takes, but more than any
body else does. And you step into a need. You step into a
s i tua t ion where the re ' s a need . I t ' s a comb ina t ion o f acc iden t ,
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WIENCEK:

0

you see, and then sometimes meeting a challenge and sometimes
not meeting i t . But you learn from not meeting i t when you
fa i l , j us t l ea rn . And you go on aga in .

You know, we were talking about this with my friend Dorothy
Plummer, whose husband is the rector of the Episcopalian
Church. And she was talking to rae about some of my experiences
and how she was listening to a program on labor history in
which one of the discussants was a labor leader recounting
how things were when he or she was just starting out in unions.
And her son, who's just graduated from Kenyon University,
who's an art student, asked me this question of how I survived,
very of ten in an organizat ion pr imar i ly of men. And, you know,
I said, " I th ink art t ra in ing helped," because you know how
exper imen ta l a r t i s ; i t ' s a r t a lmos t by acc iden t and you
develop that . And i f one th ing doesn ' t succeed, you don ' t
feel crushed by i t , you go ahead and t ry something e lse. Al l
i n t h e n a t u r e o f e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n . A n d i t ' s t h i s w h o l e s p i r i t
o f exper imenta t ion tha t g ives you sor t o f res i l iency in wh ich
you have to sor t o f swing wi th the punches. I f th is doesn ' t
work you try something else, just as I mentioned labor educa
t ion was exper imental certainly, and so was union leadership
and so was work ing w i th peop le . I t ' s c rea t i ve , too .

I t ' s marve lous to see a p rogram evo lve tha t you p ro jec t . I t ' s
marvelous to see somebody that you've selected and you've
spotted as a leader, to see them develop and really helping
them along the way often, seeing them come through and develop.
That 's creat iv i ty because here's someone that has learned to
u s e t h e i r p o t e n t i a l .

INTERVIEWER

WIENCEK:

What do you reca l l that influenced your l i fe?

Wel l , maybe i t 's the same as Luci l le—you know, not ta lk ing
off the top of your head all the time, and becoming more
responsib le . As you get responsib i l i ty, you have to become
more responsible. You have to give a talk even though you
have a spl i t t ing headache. You have to get yoursel f orga
nized, you have to del iver. People are depending upon you.
You have to be there.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

So you mean acquir ing that leadership posi t ion . . .

Yes , acqu i r ing tha t leadersh ip pos i t ion rea l l y means acqu i r
i n g a s e n s e o f r e s p o n s i b i l i t y a n d a c c o u n t a b i l i t y. I d o n ' t
l ike the word when it 's used in context with teachers because
I th ink i t ' s phony, somet imes i t ' s an excuse for no t g iv ing
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W I E N C E K : t h e t e a c h e r s w h a t t h e y n e e d . B u t i n t h i s c a s e i t i s a c c o u n t a
bi l i ty—you have to be accountable for your act ions and so
many people are dependent upon it. How they view you as a
leader, how they w i l l respond to your l eadersh ip . I f t hey
feel you ' re not responsib le, they won' t know what the hel l ,
they won't know whether to follow you or not, they won't know
whether you ' re re l iab le . So you have to es tab l ish that degree
o f respons ib i l i t y. And th i s i s how my l i f e changed .

You learned to meet a problem instead of pushing i t off . You
have to; there is no other way to do i t—it won' t go away. And
m y l i f e c h a n g e d l i k e L u c i l l e ' s l i f e d i d , t o o , s e e . B u t t h e s e
t w o g a l s — I n e v e r h e a r d i t p u t b e t t e r, I r e a l l y d i d n ' t . O f
all the years I was in the labor movement and saw evidences
of it, these two examples come out in my mind as the most tell
ing. And espec ia l ly s ince they ' re women—this demonst ra tes
wha t ' s poss ib le .

Another group that was l ike that, too, had the sort of a sense
of v ibrancy. When I was assigned to the Text i le Workers in
Mooresvi l le, North Carol ina, there was a plant that we were
t ry ing to o rgan ize near H ickory, Nor th Caro l ina—tha t ' s no t
too far from Charlotte—and helping us in this was an already
organ ized loca l un ion . Th is l oca l un ion , th rough i t s p resence ,
transformed the whole nature of that community. They bought
a firehouse that was no longer in use and transformed it to
union headquarters. There was so much act iv i ty around there—
people buzzing around, moving around, doing al l kinds of
th ings, th is and that and the other, commit tees meet ings.
And whenever we came down the Executive Committee fixed a
dinner—men and women both—spaghetti dinner for us and they
went ou t to leafle t w i th us .

And they introduced me to the first president of the local who
couldn ' t wr i te or read. And I sa id to h im, "Chet , what made
your local so wonderful? How do you account for i t?" And
he sa id , "A un ion is l i ke a garden. You got ta tend i t , you
go t ta ca re f o r i t t o make i t g row. " A un ion i s pecu l i a r l y a
workers ' ins t i tu t ion and nobody e lse 's , you see, and th is i s
i t . I th ink one o f the th ings tha t has been harmfu l to the
labor movement is to pay workers for everything they do now
on behal f o f the un ion. I th ink some of the l i fe goes out
o f a vo lun teer o rgan iza t ion and the v i ta l i t y goes ou t i f
eve ry th ing i s pa id f o r.

For an example, when the unions that I knew of that had the
most alive steward system were people who were not paid for
every th ing they d id . I th ink tha t i f a person loses a day
off the job , tend ing to the un ion , th is i s someth ing e lse
aga in because i t hu r t s h i s f am i l y. Bu t I don ' t t h i nk t he re
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WIENCEK: should be any payment, like a rebate of union dues for him
to come to a union meeting or to assume a committee responsi
b i l i t y. Yo u s e e , t h i s i s t h e k i n d o f t h i n g t h a t I o b j e c t t o .

And because i t i s pecu l ia r ly tha t k ind o f a un ion, an ins t i
tu t ion which is the workers ' , i t a lmost has to be that k ind
of dedicat ion or devot ion to i t because th is is someth ing
tha t t hey ' r e bu i l d i ng , new un ions pa r t i cu l a r l y. They have
an awareness that they're doing something that everybody after
them is going to fo l low, you see, of set t ing precedents that
were never set before. And i t 's amazing how they feel that
se n se o f r e sp o n s i b i l i t y, t h i n k i n g a b o u t "We l l , w e ' r e j u s t
forming it now and we've got to be very careful that we do
th i s j us t so , because i f i t i sn ' t , o t he rs beh ind us w i l l do
i t . " A n d t h e y h a v e t h i s s o r t o f a n i n k l i n g t h a t i f i t w a s
not proper ly se t up, i t wou ld not je l l and jus t because th is
is how you've done i t , i t 's going to be done that way forever,
you know, for no other reason except that's how you did i t .
But i t ' s an espec ia l ly exc i t ing th ing work ing w i th a new
local, because you see the people develop, you see their
a t t i tudes deve lop, too , and the capac i t ies deve lop and the i r
understanding develop.

Whenever someone....I sometimes try to talk a gal or a guy
into accepting a union post, and they say, "There's so much
work connected wi th i t . " And I say, "Oh, but what you get
i s so i nfin i t e l y more ! " I t ' s amaz ing how much you ' l l ge t
in terms of self-development and understanding—you get much
more than you ever pu t in to i t . And , o f course , tha t ' s no t
conceivable unt i l later, you see, when you look back in
r e t r o s p e c t .

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

Wel l , what was the most exci t ing part of your l i fe?

Tha t ' s ha rd t o say. Eve ry th i ng i s , o f cou r se . You see , I
th ink i t 's a lways most exc i t ing beginning to work wi th a
young organization because nobody has you pegged. When you
come into an already establ ished organizat ion, everybody
fi ts in to a cog , and th is i s how they iden t i f y you w i th tha t
par t i cu la r spo t and i t ' s ha rder to move ou t . You don ' t
have as much flex i b i l i t y. I n a young o rgan i za t i on , t he re ' s
much more going on and there are no stereotypes about where
people belong. Therefore, much more can be accomplished
and ideas can grow more, too, because nobody has any set
ideas about what works and what doesn't work. And so whether
i t ' s a new loca l un ion or whether i t ' s a new in ternat iona l
union, the same holds t rue—there 's that k ind of exc i tement
because you have a lot of leeway to do al l kinds of interest ing
th ings .
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WIENCEK: I t ' s t oo bad , bu t a s t r i ke s i t ua t i on b r i ngs ou t t he bes t i n
a local union. And there the ingenuity of workers knows no
bound . I a lways t r y t o t a l k my d i r ec to r s i n to re tu rn ing t o
that p lace af ter the str ike is over because the workers are
jus t bu rs t i ng w i t h s to r i es t ha t t hey wan t t o t e l l abou t t ha t
s t r i ke s i tua t ion and how they met i t . And they ' re p roud
of themselves because i t ' s the fi rs t t ime tha t they 've been
called upon to do this for the union and also how they res
ponded to that crisis situation and how they led and how they
d i d s o m e t h i n g q u i t e d i f f e r e n t . I t ' s t o o b a d t h a t i t h a s t o
be in tha t k ind o f a s i tua t ion , bu t i t deve lops the leaders .
People never know they have that capaci ty unt i l they're put
t o t h e t e s t .

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

One of the th ings that I t r ied—and th is is a combinat ion of
organizing and also being a labor educator. There was a
str ike s i tuat ion in Rochester, New York, in an Independent
telephone company that was part of the National Federation
of Telephone Workers, and they were talking about ways that
they cou ld deve lop a sor t o f iden t i ty w i th the un ion . So I
involved them in a project wr i t ing a scr ipt , and we could
pretend i t was a radio stat ion—and i t could be played on a
rad io s ta t ion , too , i f they wan ted to . So we wro te a sc r ip t
about various people saying what the union has meant to
them and the value that they saw in it and why, you know.
So we cut i t la ter in to a record and we d is t r ibuted i t to
local unions and they were encouraged to do similar things
with themselves, sort of spontaneous, you know. You do that.

When was this?

It was in 1946.

What part of your l i fe would you change if you could?

W h a t p a r t ? I d o n ' t k n o w. I t ' s s o r t o f i d e a l t h i n k i n g , r e a l l y
because you don' t know. I l ike my l i fe, and not having been
married gave me freedom really to make a career in the labor
movement. Had I been married I think it would have developed
qui te d i f fe rent ly because I wouldn ' t have been as f ree. Today
that 's not such a handicap, but i t was then. That 's one
th ing. And I 've had the f reedom to t ravel around, to be
ava i lab le fo r ass ignments tha t o therwise I wou ldn ' t have. And
so it 's been a rich l ife and so I don't know what I would have
l i ked to have done w i th my l i f e . I t h i nk t ha t a l l t h i ngs con
s ide red , i t ' s been a b road l i f e .
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INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

If you had a daughter, for instance, which of your own exper
iences would you l ike her to experience, or to avoid?

Oh , I ' d j u s t t e l l he r t o l i ve [ l augh te r ] t he bes t she cou ld .
I have a niece that probably comes closest to being a daughter,
even though she was raised by my sister Natalie. But when
her mother was i l l , he r mother ' s las t years o f her l i f e , they
used to come here quite often. And when her mother and father
died, they used to come here. She used to come here during
the summers. Now she's an art student now and she's l iving
her l i fe the way she feels she wants to l ive i t and i f I have
any adv ice fo r he r a t a l l i t wou ld be s imp ly to l i ve i t , no t
b e a f r a i d o f i t , t h a t ' s a l l , j u s t t h i n k o u t s i t u a t i o n s a n d . . . .
She doesn't need that kind of advice because she's quite
capable. She 's made the r ight k ind of dec is ions so far.

I d o n ' t k n o w i f I ' d g i v e a n y a d v i c e . I t h i n k i t ' d b e d i s -
asterous. I th ink that young people don' t want so much advice.
They want the comfort of knowing that i f they get in t rouble,
you ' re there and you can he lp out . And that 's about a l l
the older generation can do for the younger generation.

Wel l , what exper iences of yours in par t icu lar—are there any
that you would recommend?

[ l a u g h t e r ]

Why not?

I d o n ' t k n o w w h a t I ' d r e c o m m e n d . R e a l l y t o l i v e i t . I f I
had a daughter, I 'd want her to l ive her l i fe and develop
a l l k i nds o f po ten t i a l s and p r ima r i l y I t h i nk no t t o be a f ra i d
o f fa i lu re and to rea l ly embrace l i fe w i th enthus iasm.

How would you say that your political views have changed
over the years?

We l l , I t h i nk I ' ve become less rad i ca l . Fo r one th ing , l ess
s imp l i s t i c . I rea l i ze there a re many, many fac to rs now tha t
come into play, and our society's vastly more complex, and I
real ize, too, that what works in one country may not be
t r a n s f e r r a b l e h e r e . I s t i l l b e l i e v e i n c h a n g e . I d o t h i n k
that sometimes you can't choose the methods of change. They
occur anyway. And a combinat ion o f fac tors br ings those
i n t o p l a y.
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WIENCEK: So if one were to say, "Do you believe in the forceable over
th row o f government?" I ' d say, " I f you can avo id i t , no . "
But sometimes we're not given that choice. Look what happened
in Germany! Wouldn't i t have been nice if the Social Demo
crats and the Communist Party could have been united in that
s i t u a t i o n t o r e a l l y a d e q u a t e l y fi g h t f a s c i s m ? L o o k a t t h e
mi l l ions o f l i ves that wou ld have been saved. Here 's a s i tua
tion in which gradual change could not have met the situation
a t a l l .

Supposing we were to have a quasi-fascist state here. How long
should we endure i t? So i t could be a long, long t ime. Look
how long Salazar's empire lasted in Portugal and how long
Franco's lasted in Spain. So i t can be a long, long t ime.
So I, while I 'm much more cautious now and less simplist ic,
I th ink that the many, many, forces that are unpredictable
that come in to p lay, that you can ' t a lways say that th is is
the way i t ough t t o go . Bu t p r imar i l y, I t h i nk t ha t I 'm a
l i t t l e m o r e o b j e c t i v e .

INTERVIEWER:

I guess in that way, I don't know, maybe some would consider
t h i s b e i n g c o n s e r v a t i v e . I d o n ' t t h i n k s o . I t h i n k I ' v e j u s t
become much more aware of many forces. It isn't quite as
easy. To a ce r ta in ex ten t , I suppose tha t I am s t i l l a
soc ia l i s t . I v i ew w i th a ce r ta in amoun t o f ho r ro r abou t
what has happened in terms of human freedoms in the Soviet
U n i o n , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n v i e w o f t h e J e w s t h a t w a n t o u t . I t ' s
too bad that a workers' revolution should have been so sub
v e r t e d . B u t I d o n ' t b e l i e v e , e i t h e r , t h a t l i f e i s t h a t b a d
either, that there are many, many changes that we're not
w i l l i ng to see , you see , and the re ' s s t i l l a coun t ry i n the
process of change even though the government seems to be
abso lu te .

There occurs to me there's a certain amount of commonality
between the Communists and the Catholics, and they're both
in the same kind of a di lemma, and that is that they're both
devo ted to i n fa l l i b i l i t y—the Commun is t Pa r t y i n the Sov ie t
Union and the Cathol ic Church. And I think the Cathol ic Church
can ' t ge t i t se l f ou t o f the b i r th con t ro l p rob lem because o f
tha t s i tua t ion now, and Sov ie t Un ion can ' t ge t i t se l f ou t o f
the i n fa l l i b i l i t y o f t he Commun is t Pa r t y, and they ' re bo th
in that k ind of a s i tuat ion. And they don' t know how to cope
with dissent because of i t . We came close to not coping with
d issent dur ing the N ixon admin is t ra t ion .

What was the most frustrating part of your union career?
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W I E N C E K : M o s t f r u s t r a t i n g ? L e t ' s s e e . O h , y e s . T h e m o s t f r u s t r a t i n g
part of my union career was organizing an organization of
o r g a n i z e r s . A n d t h e d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t , n o t t o t a l , b u t s h o c k
on how the officials of the AFL-CIO responded to unionizat ion
o f t h e i r o r g a n i z e r s .

Th is i s the t ime dur ing the sou thern o rgan iz ing d r i ve , shor t l y
after the merger of the AFL-CIO when the Teamsters were
expelled and a number of other large unions were expelled also
for cor rupt ion. That cut the income of the AFL-CIO, and i t
had to discontinue much of the Southern Organizing drive and
It had to drop a hundred people. We knew this was coming and
we knew that senior i ty wasn' t going to be fo l lowed in the t ra
d i t iona l [ l augh te r ] , you know, t rad i t ion o f the labor movement .
And we were concerned about a lot of the old guys who were in
the i r fi f t ies who couldn ' t go back to the p lant to work and
would have a hard time and who made the labor movement their
l i f e w o r k .

So we o rgan i zed an o rgan i za t i on o f fie ld rep resen ta t i ves . I t
was ca l led the CIO—Commit tee for Industr ia l Organizers, that
was i t . No , i t was F ie l d Rep resen ta t i ves ' Fede ra t i on . The
CIO was another one. And that became the start of the orga
n i z a t i o n o f s t a f f u n i o n s .

I had a disasterous experience in this respect. One t ime my
director came here, we had a staff meeting, and he asked me
right out whether I was a member of the Field Representatives'
Fede ra t i on . I sa i d yes I was . He sa id , "Why i s i t t ha t
you ' re jo in ing?" And I po in ted ou t to h im the way I fe l t .
Wel l , I was go ing to be ca l led to test i fy by the Nat ional
Labor Relations Board, and he reported my discussion to the
Director of Organizat ion of the AFL-CIO. I was one of the
p e o p l e t h a t g o t i t . A l o t o f p e o p l e f e l t . . . . I w a s t h e o n l y
woman on the staff to begin with and the only woman to be
la id o f f . Wel l , tha t was no grea t t ragedy because a t tha t
part icular t ime I had an assignment in a union which I thought
was cor rupt and i t was hard. . . . I got hear ts ick watch ing the
operat ion of th is union. And so i t couldn ' t have come at a
more propit ious t ime, otherwise, I would have been just com
p le te l y hea r tb roken .

Well , i t took me two months to locate another job, but the
ro le t he AFL -C IO p layed i n t r y i ng t o do t h i s . . . . t hey fi red
some o f the o rgan izers . They t r ied to d isc red i t i t by say
ing. . . . jus t because we organ ized southern organ izers , they
claimed that we were gett ing our funds from the White Cit izens
Counci l , which is a neo- fasc is t group, which was ut ter ly
untrue. I f there were anyone, any of the organizers who be
longed to it, it was the AFL-CIO who had hired them, you
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W I E N C E K : s e e . [ l a u g h t e r ] A n y w a y, w e c e r t a i n l y d i d n ' t g e t a n y f u n d s
from them. And that kind of a role—the NLRB case was won
anyway and they ult imately recognized the Field Representa
t ives' Federat ion; and, my God, you'd hardly hear f rom them
at a l l , they ' re no problem, no threat to the AFL-CIO.

Then I par t i c ipa ted in fo rming a s ta f f un ion in the IUE. Even
Franz Daniel, the man I mentioned who was Associate Director
of Organization, said he was opposed to staff unions because
he fe l t that a organizer was l ike a sold ier, had to have the
same sor t o f d isc ip l ines. So I laughed at h im, say ing, "My
God! To begin wi th, I don' t th ink Mr. Meany would l ike the
idea o f tha t k ind o f ded ica t ion . I t wou ld embar rass h im.
I don ' t th ink he understands that nature of that k ind of dedi
ca t ion . And one o f the reasons tha t we ' re organ iz ing is tha t
we feel that we have had demonstrated to us so often by many
of the leaders whose organizations we were assigned to orga
n i ze t o ta l l y l acked ded i ca t i on . " So anyway, i n o rgan i z i ng
our union in the IUE, we had no opposit ion in organizing i t .
I to ld you that we had some, qu i te a b i t o f d i fficu l t nego
t ia t ing a cont rac t . But now s ta f f un ions are common. They
occur and they ' re no rea l th reat to any organ iza t ion . They
nego t i a te yea r a f t e r yea r. Bu t i n t h i s s i t ua t i on I r emember
the admin is t ra t ive ass is tant to our new pres ident—th is was
in 1965—strode into the room where we were to meet him to
negot ia te a new contract , and he sa id, " I don ' t be l ieve in
s ta f f un ions . " And we sa id , "Why?" And he sa id , "Wel l , they
i n t e r f e re w i t h ded i ca t i on . " So I po i n t ed ou t t o h im t ha t
Look, many of us....nobody has a complete monopoly on dedi

cation. There are people on our committee who have made the
labor movement thei r l i fe work. We've been that dedicated
tha t we 've f ron ted fo r o f f i c i a l s tha t were no t ded ica ted—
when they're too drunk to come to address a meeting, we
addressed i t . And when they ' re i r respons ib le we f ron ted fo r
them, covered for them. That 's how dedicated we are." And
h e s a i d , " W e l l , I s t i l l d o n ' t b e l i e v e i t . " A n d I s a i d ,
"Look, th is is our labor movement, too." And ever s ince then
they accepted us.

We joined Local 189 of the American Federation of Teachers.
Local 189 is a un ion of labor educators , both o f un ivers i t ies
and a lso f rom the labor un ions—labor educators . And i t ' s a
s p e c i a l i z e d fi e l d . T h a t p a r t i c u l a r l o c a l u n i o n h a s a l w a y s
been an interesting one because i t 's been a sort of maverick
l oca l un ion . I t ' s one o f t he soc ia l un ions w i t h soc ia l con
cept , and i t has been t ry ing to promote co l lect ive bargain ing
wi th co l lege facu l t ies and espec ia l l y w i th the labor educa t ion
division, and also between union staff and union employers.
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r WIENCEK: What wi l l u l t imately happen to staff unions is anyone's guess.
I don ' t know. There 's less oppos i t ion to i t than there was
or ig ina l l y. I suppose eve ry one o f t hem—the un ion i s t s , t he
o f f i c i a l s o f t he un ions—are a f r a i d o f see ing a p i cke t l i ne
marching up and down in front of their headquarters, the press
making a b ig th ing of i t , you see, because they ' re especia l ly
vu lnerable, you see, t reat ing your own employees badly. Wel l ,
the CWA has had two or three such strikes and Autoworkers
a n o t h e r. S o i t h a p p e n s . A n d i t d o e s o c c u r. B u t I t h i n k
it 's possible to work out some sort of an agreement.

In the la t ter five years we had pract ica l ly no prob lems at
a l l in the IUE chapter o f Loca l 189 . We vo lun tar i l y d isso lved
when some of the staff people le f t . I t was a per iod of cur
tailment in the union and there were only one or two of us
lef t , you see. But whi le we were there, we negot iated a
con t rac t eve ry yea r w i t hou t any d i f ficu l t y. The re was hass l
ing , o f course , bu t u l t ima te ly nego t ia ted a con t rac t o f
some sort which they fol lowed and we fol lowed. But that was
mos t f r us t r a t i ng—to t r y t o o rgan i ze , t o ex tend t he r i gh t o f
s e l f - o r g a n i z a t i o n t o u n i o n s t a f f . T h a t i s m o s t f r u s t r a t i n g .
And to have them accept the concept.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

What about the most satisfying?

What 's the most sa t is fy ing? Wel l , o f course, I ment ioned to
you tha t bu i ld ing new organ iza t ions is the most sa t is fy ing .
I ment ioned to you, I th ink, that there 's so many th ings that
you can do . Bu t on a l l , I ce r ta in ly don ' t cons ider any o f
my act iv i ty in the labor movement as a sacr ifice of any k ind.
Of course, you did, you see, because in order to make it a
career, you had to put the union firs t . Of course you do.
I suppose that 's t rue of any k ind of a th ing to which you're
d e d i c a t e d — y o u p u t i t f i r s t . B u t , i n a l l , i t ' s b e e n a g o o d
l i fe and a r ich one.

0

It's amazing how you can carry it over, the same kind of dis
c ip l ines, over in to communi ty act iv i ty, you see, the same
kind of th ings prevai l . And my work on the Commission—it 's
the same. You work with people, you want to knit them toge
ther. One of the first th ings I d id when I became chairman
was to invite all the new commissioners to my home, to
meet the old ones and to point out what their contr ibut ions
were . And I t h i nk t ha t ' s t he fi r s t t ime any o f t he wh i t es
on the commission—with the exception of Dorothy Plummer—
ever met together in a room with blacks in this part of the
country. You see, i t was a new exper ience for them. And
Doro thy i s con t inu ing in the same sor t o f t rad i t ion . She
understands the value of binding a group together, because
of her ac t i v i t y in the League. But anyway, I app l ied the
same kinds of things.
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W I E N C E K : A n d a l s o , I m a d e d a r n s u r e t h a t I w a s n ' t g o i n g t o w o r r y b y
mysel f . I invo lved people, ca l l them up to see what they
thought and always before our meetings have one executive
board meeting every two months. Sometimes we met more fre
quent ly. And in order to get more people exper ienced in the
ar t o f invest igat ion, when we had a compla in t I 'd ca l l toge
ther the executive committee members, and they would part icipate
in the in terv iewing of the compla inant and they would par t ic i
pate also in the meetings that we'd have with the respondent.

In any case, you knit an organization the same way. And, as
a result, we have on that Commission at least four people that
know how to process a complaint and how to investigate it.
The whole area of discr iminat ion is not too unl ike the body
of labor law. I t ' s very s imi la r in the same k ind o f way you
have to dig up your facts and present them. You present them
the same way, you size up your respondent. Anyway, i t 's
real ly very s imi lar. And you do the same th ing, and you
withhold, except that you have no real power except to make
an appeal to the Maryland Commission on Human Relations in
which the t ime lag in resolv ing the d ispute is very long,
anywhere f rom one year to two years. And so that 's f rustrat
ing because you have to wai t . And that , or e lse to appeal i t
to EEOC. So the only th ing that you've got in your favor is
the threat of exposure and that's why you have to use publici
t y v e r y c a r e f u l l y. I f t h e r e ' s a c h a n c e f o r a s e t t l e m e n t , o f
course you'd work for a sett lement.

I don ' t know i f I to ld you abou t my ac t i v i t y in t ry ing to ge t
the Fire and Rescue Associat ion integrated? Wel l , you see,
despite i t we got publicity because, you see, any newspaper
thrives on discord because it makes news. But after we began
to have meet ings of understanding, we del iberately kept the
press away because we didn't want anything to jeopardize the
understanding we were reaching. And unions do the same thing.

INTERVIEWER: Looking back, then, how would you evaluate your contr ibut ion?

W I E N C E K : T o w h a t ?

INTERVIEWER: To the trade union movement.

W I E N C E K : W e l l , I l i k e t o t h i n k t h a t I ' v e i n fl u e n c e d a l o t o f p e o p l e
during the whole course of my twenty-four years in the labor
movement. And every now and then I get a very nice call or
l e t t e r o r a f fi r m a t i o n o f t h e f a c t t h a t i t ' s b e e n w o r t h w h i l e
and tha t you ' ve been success fu l i n i nfluenc ing peop le . I l i ke
to think that I've brought about some change some way or
another. And so I assess i t tha t way.
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WIENCEK: As far as being a big bal l of fire, I never wanted to do that
for myse l f anyway. I mean, rea l ly, the impor tant th ing was to
do a sol id job and hope i t comes out. I t doesn' t a lways, you
know. [ l augh te r ] So you do the bes t you can . Bu t I t h ink
most of the women that I've known in the labor movement feel
that way about i t , too. They value i t because of the back
ground i t 's g iven them and exper ience i t 's g iven them. And I
know of so many people have gone on to other—in the labor
movement—have gone on to other things, and they've found that
their background in the labor movement was immensely helpful
to them.

So now I 'm re t i red and en joy ing mysel f . I p lay tenn is three
times a week and have a portfolio with the League of Women
Voters on Wel fare Reform, about wel fare. I s tar ted an out
reach program for stamps here, food stamps. So we work closely
also with the Maryland Conference of Social Concern in gett ing
decent legislat ion passed to help people who are the poorest
and have no clout for themselves. So, you see, by habit , the
kinds of things that you do in the labor movement carry over
i n t o y o u r p e r s o n a l l i f e . J u s t a l i t t l e d i f f e r e n t a r e n a , t h a t ' s
a l l . I 'm s t i l l conce rned abou t peop le , espec ia l l y peop le who ,
through no fault of their own, have not been able to help
themselves.

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

INTERVIEWER:

It sounds worthwhile. Thank you very much.

This has been fun.

Good.

WIENCEK:

[ i n t e r r u p t i o n ]

You asked me, really, what would I advise my niece to do, and
I t o l d y o u t o l i v e l i f e . A n d t o l i v e i t w i t h c o u r a g e . W e l l ,
I 'm so glad that young people have that courage to do it now,
and they ' re no t bound by convent ion . Here i s Mar ia , s t i l l a t the
beginning of her education, an art student, and the young man
s h e ' s l i v i n g w i t h n o w — h e ' s j u s t s t a r t i n g h i s c a r e e r. B u t s h e ' s
doing what so many young people have the courage to do, is to
wa i t un t i l they deve lop the i r own potent ia l be fore jumping in
to grow a family.

I 'm sure that i f and when they decide to get marr ied, or i f
t hey ge t mar r ied , they ' l l be be t te r pa ren ts fo r i t , because
there won't be the resentment about what they could have been
i f i t we re no t f o r t he un t ime l y a r r i va l o f t he ch i l d ren , you
know. I 'm g lad—I 'm g lad she 's got the courage to l i ve the
l i fe she fee ls i s r igh t . And I 'm sure tha t she has to meet
peop le who do no t approve o f he r l i f es ty le . I th ink i t takes
a certain amount of courage to do that.
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INTERVIEWER: Well, you were saying that in your youth . . .

WIENCEK: In my time, you wouldn't have had the courage to do it. And
if one wanted to live a normal life, they had to do it sub
rosa, in which the woman was not always the winner. It was
very difficult. So in a sense, she's doing exactly what I
would want her to do, living a normal human life.

We were talking about some of the connotations of Women's Lib,
and you thought that what came across so often was a sort of
sneering at the lifestyles that young women who want to be
mothers and homemakers, a sneering at that kind of thing. If
there has been a certain amount coming from the leaders—the
acknowledged leaders of the Women's Lib, because I've heard
Betty Friedan plenty of times and I've heard [Gloria] Steinem
many times, too, and there's never been a deprecation of that
kind of role. Maybe some of your other young women are stri
dent about it, but it 's not from the bona fide....I salute
them.

INTERVIEWER: I think it's just an unfortunate outgrowth . . .

WIENCEK: How interesting that this should be a revival now, after so
many years. You remember the suffragettes? Only fifty years—
maybe more—that this has come around again. While the
suffragettes were mainly concerned about the right to vote,
now this is a much broader scope, the exploration of the whole
of woman's existence, and her right to a fuller existence,
and the right also to be treated as an equal partner in life
with men. To me, that's the most significant thing, the break
ing down of legal barriers which have stood so long and are
still on the books, in which a husband still collects the pay
check of the woman, and it's legally his. And so many other
unequit ies which st i l l exist.

I was talking with a friend of mine who's a divorcee. She
owns her own home. She gets a very adequate alimony. She
gets certain proceeds from her former husband's business,
but when she applied for a credit card at Sears she was refused
one. Yet her daughter, whom she supports, is sending to college,
got one, got a credit card. She thought it's because she was
divorced, and I know that divorced women are discriminated
against. Banks discriminate against them. Even though it's
illegal to do so, they still do. They can say for sound busi
ness purposes—they don't have to divulge how good your credit
rating has been. I think that last barrier is a terrible one.

I was saying that at first I had difficulty getting a loan.
Did I tell you about the problem I had? I went to the bank,
and I tried to get a loan, and he said, "What do you do for
a living, Miss Wiencek?" And I said, "Well, I work with the
labor movement." "What do you do?" And I told him. He said,
"Well, we don't like labor unions." I said, "Oh, why?" He
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W I E N C E K : s a i d , " W e l l , w e d o n ' t l i k e t h e t h i n g s t h e y d o . " I s a i d , " L i k e
w h a t ? " " S t r i k e . " " O h , " I s a i d , " w e l l , y o u k n o w i t ' s v e r y
interesting because you told me last year you had a construc
t ion loan—you don' t have one now. I wanted a construct ion
loan. Why d id you d iscont inue the cons t ruc t ion loan?" "Oh,
w e l l , w e d i d n ' t fi n d i t p r o fi t a b l e t o g i v e t h a t s e r v i c e a n y
more." I said, "That was a good, sound business decision.
But you know when workers do this—withdraw their labor power
o r the i r se rv i ces because i t ' s no l onger p rofi tab le to render
those serv ices a t that pr ice , why, then that 's a cr ime against
soc iety. But when businessmen do the same th ing, i t 's a l l
r i g h t . " We l l , I g o t t h e l o a n , [ l a u g h t e r ] s o t h e r e ' s n o p r o b
lem about that. But f inal ly they—somebody woke up.

I deal wi th another bank, and I said to a f r iend, "Wel l , here
I was, a woman, working for a labor movement. How come I
wasn't refused?" And someone said, "Look—you've got a
pr ime piece of property over looking water ! How could they
go wrong on i t , g iv ing you that? They've got a mortgage for
t h a t ! Yo u d e f a u l t o n i t , i t ' s t h e i r p r o p e r t y ! " [ l a u g h t e r ]
So t ha t ' s p robab l y one reason t ha t I go t i t . Bu t ano the r. . . .
too, I met a guy who wanted to get more people from the labor
movement putting in funds to mortgage banks, savings and loan.
He said, "Wel l , I would th ink that a job in a labor union
would be just as secure as one in government." So he thought
it was a good risk, and he let me have it.

I th ink tha t i t ' s an in te res t ing wor ld we ' re go ing to be hav ing .
I don't know if i t 's going to be better or worse, in some ways
worse, because the deter iorat ion of the standards of l iv ing and
t h e q u a l i t y o f l i v i n g . C e r t a i n l y a d e t e r i o r a t i o n o f s t a n d a r d
o f l i v i ng fo r worke rs , because infla t i on has ea ten i n to i t , and
many of the workers are currently unemployed—they suffer a
r e d u c t i o n o f t h e i r s t a n d a r d o f l i v i n g n o w. T h e c o s t o f l i v i n g
is such that even those on welfare suffer, because they only
ge t a s t i pend wh ich i s qu i t e l im i t ed . Fo r a f am i l y o f f ou r i n
Maryland, the grant is no more than $1,600 a year. No, I 'm
wrong on that—$2,400 a year. Someth ing l i ke that . So the
standard of l iv ing for a great many people in the United States
i s d e t e r i o r a t e d .

I t is deter iorated for young people, because the environment
is being pol luted. The longer we have this kind of an economy,
where job market i sn ' t g rowing—what is i t? About th ree
mi l l ion young peop le enter the labor market , o r four mi l l ion
now? You don' t know. Between three and four mi l l ion every
year. So i f t he re ' s s t i l l 7 .5 pe rcen t unemp loyed , you can
see how many jobs we'll be needing, and young people'11 be
needing those, too. That concerns me—this k ind of a th ing
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WIENCEK: concerns me because when there's a large army of unemployed,
tha t means de te r io ra t ion o f s tandard o f l i v ing fo r a lo t o f
peop le , and l i f es ty les fo r a l o t o f peop le .

B u t t h e o t h e r a s p e c t s o f i t I l i k e . I l i k e t h e f a c t t h a t y o u n g
people are freer and that they question and, as I pointed out
to you about my father, saying the most important word in any
language is "Why?" Wel l , I th ink that people of your genera
tion are asking why more frequently than we did, than people
of my generation did. Or perhaps even your mother's genera
t ion. You see, they rea l ly want to know, and that 's good.

I to ld you what disturbed me was this retreat into myst ic ism.
T h i s i s n o t g o o d . I t h i n k i t ' s a t t r i b u t a b l e t o t h e f a c t t h a t
t he re ' s ve r y bad sc i en t i fi c educa t i on . The re i sn ' t enough
emphasis on the scient ific method, of cause and effect, and
inqu i r y. I f t he re ' s mo re o f t ha t i n t he pub l i c schoo l sys tem,
I don ' t th ink young peop le wou ld be dr i f t ing o f f in to mys t i
c i s m . T h a t ' s o n e o f t h e t h i n g s t h a t I fi n d d i s t u r b i n g , b u t
apart from that, many of the young people I know today I admire
g r e a t l y .

INTERVIEWER:

WIENCEK:

Thank you very much.

This has been fun.
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