Sara Evans

Interview by Kieran W. Taylor




Southern Oral History Program

29


SARA EVANS



JULY 29, 2003


KIERAN TAYLOR:  Situate you in the ‘60s.

SARA EVANS:  All right.  Okay.

KT:  So just to picking up that it’s reading it so we’re ready.  So if you could just say for the tape, say  your name and when and where you were born.

SE:  Yes, I am Sara Evans, Sara without an H.  I was born in McCormick, South Carolina, a small town near the Georgia border on December 1st, 1943.  

KT:  What part of the Georgia border?

SE:  It’s kind of in the middle.  It’s not down by the coast.

KT:  So across is what, Augusta.

SE:  You know I couldn't tell you because I don’t remember McCormick.  I will tell you a little story about how come I was born in McCormick.

KT:  Please, I was going to ask.

SE:  Which is my father is a Methodist minister.  He grew up in Anderson, South Carolina, went to Wofford College and Duke divinity school, and in 1940, my mother grew up in eastern North Carolina in Halifax County on a farm.  She has a degree in landscape architecture from State.  She was one of about six women there at the time.  In 1940 they both graduated and Daddy took his first appointment at Washington Street Methodist Church in downtown Columbia as an associate pastor and youth minister.  In 1942 in July he preached because the preacher was on vacation, and Daddy felt he had discovered the answer to the race question.  So he preached a sermon in 1942 that challenged the biological idea of race.  He found a passage in Paul, “God has made all men--of course men--of one blood to dwell on the earth together.”  So he took the idea of blood and said we all have the same blood types.  He did this whole sermon, and the end of the sermon was that we should abolish the white primary.  Here we are in the middle of the war and over in Fort Jackson are African-American people who are fighting for democracy and freedom, and we don’t even let them vote in the primary, which is the only real election.  Well, they called the board together within twenty-four hours and called him on the carpet, barred him from the pulpit and told him he would not, he would be appointed somewhere else as soon as the annual conference met.  That fall he was sent to McCormick.  So McCormick in the Methodist church at that time was Siberia.

KT:  It was a sentence.

SE:  It was a sentence.  They had only had very elderly retired preachers for so long they got this young man, they didn’t care what he did to be sent there.  They welcomed him with open arms.  That’s why I was born in the parsonage in McCormick, South Carolina.  I tell you that story also because I think it marked my father’s career and it marked my life because I grew up in South Carolina knowing that segregation was wrong, but I didn’t know anybody besides my parents who thought that, any white people.

KT:  Where did he get that idea though?

SE:  You might have to interview him.  He’s kind of a mystic—

KT:  I’m sorry, kind of a—

SE:  Well, he’s a bit of a mystic at that time.  He says as a student at Duke he was assigned to teach on Sunday mornings in the black ward at Duke hospital, and he discovered that they help you preach with their amens and their so forth.  I think that in fact was a very powerful experience for him of connection as Christians with black people.  For him it was a simple matter of right and wrong.  He grew up in a family that believed segregation was right but was pretty strong about treating people with a level of dignity and respect, never using racial epithets.  So he sort of had that layer there, and it broke open for him, and maybe the war was a context too.  The fact that he was doing the youth work which meant working with the college students at University of South Carolina.  The mistake the church made was not telling him to stop working with the youth because they had a seminar on race from the time he was barred from the pulpit until he left in November.  So I don’t know.  I really don’t know for sure, but a lot of it was religious.

KT:  Both of your parents were long, southern families.

SE:  That go far, far, far back.  That’s right.  

KT:  Your mother in Halifax County.

SE:  She grew up in a little hole in the road called Palmyra that’s about five miles from Scotland Neck, which is in southern part of Halifax County.  Her father was a pretty big farmer there.  I have a lot of childhood memories of visiting that farm, which was dotted with shacks.  It was very labor intensive.  I still remember people harvesting cotton by hand.  So she grew up in an extremely stratified world, and in my mother’s case there’s a kind of gut-level radicalism, egalitarianism.  She remembers being a child riding to school in a car, past children walking to school barefoot and sliding down in the car so they wouldn't see her because she felt wrong and she was embarrassed.  So she has had that.  My mother’s angrier than my father about the inequalities in the world.  She is the one who said to me when I was pretty young, when you go to school, they’re going to tell you slavery was not the cause of the civil war, but they’re wrong.  When I teach the US History survey, I usually ask on the first day for students to remember the first time they thought history was important, what stories about the past were relevant to the present.  Then I’ll say, I’ll tell you mine, which is an argument on the playground about who should’ve won the war.  Now this is Minnesota I’m talking to.  So first I ask, “What war do you think that was?”  Some people think it’s the Second World War but then I say the argument was in Columbia, South Carolina.  I get, somebody gets it right away.  It was around 1954.  It was really an argument about Brown versus the Board.  All the kids around me were talking about how awful it would be if there was school integration.  I didn’t know anybody else on that playground who thought it was a good thing that the north won.  I was utterly convinced because mostly conversations with my mother.  So that’s a pretty deep thing for me.

KT:  For her, I don’t have any context for understanding that consciousness coming out of Halifax County.

SE:  I don’t either and she doesn’t either.  She wonders.  She has, she sort of thinks her mother would’ve been a more liberal person in another context.  Her mother was an intellectual.  Her mother went to college at I think Meredith College in Raleigh.  Her mother listened to the opera every Saturday afternoon with the libretto in her lap and traveled.  She had been to Europe.  She gave my father all her librettos because he was an opera lover too.  Written on the covers it had each time she had seen that opera, where it was and when.  She’s got a list.  New York and she used to come to Dallas when we lived there and when the Metropolitan Opera was there and take us four in a row.  So my mother had a mother who had a cosmopolitan sense of the world.  But my mother’s father who had a master’s in agriculture from Wisconsin.  He went to State.  It was a master’s degree in drainage or something like that.  But—

KT:  He went up to Madison.

SE:  Yeah, and I think he served in the state legislature.  Most of his brothers did.

KT:  Is that right?

SE:  Yeah, Everett family you would find.  He was not, he was a patriarch, and his sons became patriarchs.  There was no openness.  There was no deep egalitarianism in him.  I think that my mother learned some of that from her mother and at least didn’t have it crushed.  I think that’s the real point.  A lot of kids have a good basic sense of fairness, but in extremely hierarchical settings that gets crushed in children.  They get told you have these privileges and those people are lesser than you, and they buy the privilege and pay the price.  But somehow that didn’t happen to my mother.  She’s an angry person to this day who reads voraciously about politics.  

KT:  So do you have other kinds of—it sound like you do have other sorts of racial and political memories as a child.

SE:  Sure.  Some of them are snapshots.  I remember riding the bus in Columbia to my music piano lesson downtown and being excruciatingly aware of segregation that black people had to go to the back and that I was supposed to sit in the front and that we would all get in trouble if we broke those rules and that was wrong.  I had very strong memories of water fountains.  All the apparatus of segregation.  I have a lot of memories of etiquette of segregation.  Black people being called by their first names.  The etiquette of subservience and also being aware that that is not what people really think.  My father after he served a number of churches and he was at Clemson for two years, he then became the editor of the South Carolina Methodist Advocate, which is a newspaper from ’52 to ’57.  He wrote quite a number of editorials there that were very mild.  If you look back on them, they’re extremely mild.  They’re southern liberal.  But in a mild kind of way he said we have to rethink segregation in terms of what it means to love your neighbor.  Just let’s just not take it for granted.  Let’s think about what does it mean to love your neighbor or some challenges to McCarthyism though he was very anti-Communist but he felt innocent people were being--.  He was called a—he got a lot of hate mail from these mild editorials.  I remember him getting quite ill with gastritis during that time.  

Then in 1957 we moved to Dallas where Daddy became the chaplain at Southern Methodist University, which is what he did for twenty-five years until he retired.  That was a breath of fresh air.  I never liked Dallas.  I never felt at home there.  I went to a high school full of serious conservatives, John Birch-type conservatives and Daddy was attacked a lot, but he had academic freedom.  He had a president of the university that would back him up.  He was, he’s not a person who likes conflict.  But he just kind of go on and do the next thing.  So there are a lot of things in that time.  I went off to Duke in 1962.  So I was there for some of it and then I witnessed some of it from a distance, whether it was innovative worship and dancing in the aisles and jazz worship services that--one picture went across the country.  He was dancing down the aisle with a co-ed who had on hot pants or something.  The AP took that photo and sent it around the country.  A lot of his, he preached a lot on race and then he took up issue with abortion in the late ‘60s and was part of the clergy consultation on abortion that did referrals pre-Roe v. Wade.  So he stirred up trouble all over.

KT:  Do you know if in South Carolina he had sympathetic networks?  I mean—

SE:  He did.  

KT:  He did.

SE:  He did.  He would have to talk to you about them.  He’s pretty lucid, but he has dementia.  His memory can be great or it can be terrible.  So if anybody interviews him, you’d just have to--.  But there are a lot of stories.  You can find a lot of press about him and his papers are voluminous.  He wrote for the Christian Century.  He went on sort of Christian Marxist (                    ) trips.  So there’s a, I have file cabinets of his writings.  I’ve talked to him about how I think they probably belong at Duke.  

KT:  Yeah.  What about you?  Did you have any in South Carolina, did you have any other outlets other than your family?

SE:  Not really.  I left there when I was thirteen.  So these playground arguments and arguments with my cousins which would then, the word would go around the family that I was causing trouble because we’d sit there.  I’d visit the farms, sit on peanut hay and say to my cousin, God made everybody the same.  Then word would come back through my aunts and uncles and my grandmother that she’s making trouble.  In college, then the sit-ins.  I do remember, I remember being thrilled when Methodist youth came to Junaluska and did a demonstration at the swimming pool.  When Daddy was at SMU, I got to kind of hang out around the Methodist student movement, which was the radical wing of the Methodist church.  My first radical language was existential theology.  But that’s post-South Carolina.  I was in South Carolina up until I was thirteen.  In seventh grade there was one other kid in my class that was for [Adlai] Stevenson.  

KT:  Because of his policy on farm supports or—

SE:  Probably.  I don’t know.  My grandmother was for Stevenson because she was very active in the Democratic party.  She was a Democratic committeewoman for quite a number of years.  Her papers are at East Carolina.  But no.  I don’t remember being aware of other white people.

KT:  Do you have brothers and sisters?

SE:  I have three younger brothers.

KT:  Three younger brothers.  Okay.  Do you have any sense of what their—so they didn’t remember South Carolina as much.

SE:  They wouldn't remember it as much as me.  My brother Claude just left this morning.  He teaches philosophy at Washington University in Saint Louis.  He may have some memories, but he was, I was thirteen when we left.  He was eleven, and the next one was eight, and the next one was six.  So they have more memories of Texas than South Carolina.  

KT:  Your first language of resistance was existentialism at fourteen or—

SE:  Probably more like fifteen and sixteen.  I was very active in the youth group at a large Methodist church in Dallas.  It was right there next to the SMU campus so the youth ministers were theology students.  I was going to the chapel services that Daddy had started and listening to his sermons, and in eighth grade--oh this is fourteen--in eighth grade I became an agnostic but well, I was sort of going around.  Well, how can you believe?  I was asking questions about all the basics, the virgin birth and the resurrection and that stuff.  It didn’t bother Daddy at all because he loved lifting things up to a symbolic level.  He worked with youth, and some of the ones he was most excited to work with were those who were wrestling.  We had youth ministers at this church, which was not a liberal church really but these youth ministers were totally open to me because theologians were getting Paul Tillich, and that was all big stuff then.  So by hanging out with my father on campus and having these people in our youth group and discovering in eighth grade and ninth grade that I got a big, I got a lot of attention if I just said what is existentialism just that I could say the word.  It’s not, I do not believe that in ninth grade I fully grasped what that was.  But obviously I was a budding intellectual of some kind, and it got a good response.  I had support.  So that was, I think of that as my first radical language.  So I was reading Sartre, through high school reading Sartre and Camus and Paul Tillich and all those folks.

KT:  You had supportive teachers or—

SE:  In high school I don't remember.  I had a few really good teachers who if I’d ever asked them their views on race probably would’ve been kind of liberal.  I don’t remember really discussing it much in class, and I do remember being in a civics class, a government class and knowing that it was dangerous to bring up certain topics.  I don’t remember thinking that the teacher would think it was dangerous, but all the kids around me, it would be explosive.  The place where I could bring them up was at church, not at school.  At church it was much more possible to have these debates.  

KT:  You have memories of the sit-ins.

SE:  Yes, well, I remember they integrated a drug store in Dallas in 1960 and I was thrilled.  SMU students just went and did this, and it was two blocks from my house.  It was finally somebody doing something about this evil that we lived with that I had never known how to do anything about it except to start to talk, and I knew my father did that.  But that was thrilling.  So the civil rights movement represented a new kind of freedom for me.  

KT:  You go off to Duke then.  

SE:  Yeah.

KT:  What was, why did you pick Duke?

SE:  Why did I pick Duke?  Well, my horizon was limited to the South.  It did not occur to me to look at a school outside the South.  So I wanted to go to the best school I could.  My father had gone there, and I visited the campus and thought it was beautiful, and it was ninety miles from my grandmother.  It was sort of—

KT:  Made sense.

SE:  All these already over-determined in a way.  I applied for early admission and got in.  So there I went.

KT:  Why did you, why the South?

SE:  Because that’s the world I lived in.  Even though I had this sort of cosmopolitan grandmother, I don’t think it would’ve occurred to her either.  So when I got to Duke, within the first six weeks, I had this kind of, I could’ve had a V-8 reaction.  Smith, Wellesley, Radcliffe, there are all these places, these thrilling exciting other.  The world of higher education became visible to me.  It had not been except within the South.  It’s about where your horizons are.  What you can imagine.  I hadn’t imagined it.  So I didn’t.  I’m glad I went to Duke.  But right at that moment the civil rights movement was underway in Durham.  Duke had integrated its graduate school, but not its undergraduate school until the very next year.  The fall of ’63 were the first black undergraduates.

KT:  I didn’t realize that.

SE:  There were I immediately became active in the YWCA and the Methodist Student center at Duke.  The Methodist Student Center was the center of civil rights activism.  Until the next year there was no civil rights group.  The next year a CORE chapter formed, but until then so by going to the worship services I was not quick to jump into high-risk activism.  I eased my way in, but by going to worship services on Sunday night you heard about everybody was telling the stories of what was going on.  By the end of my freshman year there were some big demonstrations going on, and I finally screwed up my courage and decided the next one I was going to go.  Of course they stopped.  So I didn’t.  But what I had begun to do was things like tutoring at is it Saint Joseph AME Church.

KT:  Which is now the Hayti.

SE:  Yeah, it was in Hayti.  So I was doing that through the Y and signing petitions and beginning to take baby steps and engaging in very vigorous debate.

KT:  Why do you think you were reluctant?  What was your reluctance do you think?

SE:  Fear.  While my parents were liberals, they would’ve been terrified.  My father had gotten very ill.  He had been attacked and called a communist for years and my relatives.  That sense of causing trouble in the family--I remember my first, the first time I really had an opportunity to join the picket lines because things died down in Durham then.  So it was spring of ’65 that I joined an anti-war picket line in front of the post office.  I remember walking around with that sign thinking they’re going to take my picture.  It’s going to be on the front page of the Raleigh News and Observer.  My grandmother’s going to pick it up from her doorstep and see it and have a heart attack and die, and it will be my fault.  That was really the fear.  It was more, but it was obviously a huge release to just step out of that fear.  By then intellectually I was way down the road.  I had spent a summer in Africa and so--.  From that point very quickly my identity became activist.  But it wasn’t, at that point I kind of stepped over the line.

KT:  What took you to Africa?

SE:  Well, when I was a freshman, there were some upper class women who I really admired hugely.  They were active in the Methodist Student Movement and in the Y.  Her name was Betsy Gwynn.  I can’t remember the name of the other one.  They had been to Africa on a program called Operation Crossroads Africa.  In retrospect I sort of think I chose to go to Africa rather than go to Mississippi.  I don’t remember being aware of Mississippi Summer.  But I went in the summer of ’64 to Africa.  I was part of a work camp group.  I was in a group with seven blacks and seven whites, my first true experience of integration.  I did do one demonstration my freshman year actually.  It was a little one.  It was a pray in at the First Baptist Church.  We went in an integrated group and were stopped at the steps.  Stood there.  So I had done a little thing my freshman year.  But yeah, I wanted to go.  I went to Africa and had my first real experience of integration.  The leader of our group was a black man.  I saw America from a third world perspective.  Goldwater got nominated.  There was a riot in Harlem, and the blacks in my group cheered.  I had to really struggle with that.  We had big debates among ourselves about non-violence.  Several members of my group were very drawn to Malcolm X.  We just debated whether non-violence could work and would work.  So that’s the reason when I came back I was tuned into issues around imperialism and Vietnam and so forth and joined that march when the opportunity came.  

KT:  Are there other students?  I imagine there are dozens of students that are undergoing a similar sort of transition.

SE:  Yes.  Right and most of us were active in the religious groups and the Y.  My best friend from my freshman year was a woman named Charlotte Bunch who she and I became, we went to that march.  She went to Asia in the same summer I went to Africa.  We had similar kind of epiphanies.  We became co-presidents of the Y.  In those days that was a major campus organization.  It meant we were at the top rung of campus leadership.  We didn’t want to run against each other so we kind of pioneered a feminist thing.  We got the Y cabinet to read the Feminine Mystique early on.  

KT:  Well, I was wondering about that.  Were you the first woman presidents of the Y?

SE:  No, this was the YWCA.

KT:  Of course.

SE:  We had separate campuses, male and female campus and separate student governments and separate Y structures and separate judicial structures.  It was before all that was merged.

KT:  Within campus ministry are you aware of gender in terms of the leadership of campus ministry?

SE:  Yes, Helen Crotwell was one of the campus ministers while we were there.  I’m very aware of it.  I’ve edited a book of memoirs of women who were active in student Christian movements.  It will be out this fall from Temple.  I wrote the introduction, but Charlotte has the memoir in there.  What’s very clear that a student Christian movement was a place that nourished female leadership.  Now there were women mentors, older women who encouraged younger women and pushed them into positions of leadership.  Charlotte became the president of state Methodist Student Movement and then the national, moved up to the national level and the international level.  She now directs the Center on Women and Global Leadership at Rutgers.  But Charlotte’s been a very extremely prominent feminist all of her career.  In doing these memoirs with several generations of women, it became clear that that was one of the places very differently from much of the New Left, which did not, which allowed women to develop leadership skills but had a kind of macho ethos about who gets to be a leader.  That was not really true.  I think it was a real haven, a training ground for women within the student Christian movement.  I really do.  The Y of course is a really big one because that was a women’s organization to start with. 

KT:  I think the big one is the Ella Baker’s mentoring of Jane Stembridge.  I know there’s hundreds of others.

SE:  Yes.  Yes.  And Connie Curry.

KT:  Connie Curry comes out of that.

SE:  That whole incredible group of women.  When I was writing Personal Politics, I didn’t find any southern white women who got active in civil rights except those who came through religious channels.  There probably are some, but I interviewed a lot.

KT:  What other channel would there be?

SE:  I don’t know what it would be.

KT:  There’s no remnants of the party.

SE:  Right.  Right.  So that was it.  There was a whole group of students at Duke in the ‘60s who became activists, a lot.  I can give you a list of names at any point.  Ann Scott was one of our teachers that was very inspiring to us, and she remembers all their names.  

KT:  Does she really?

SE:  She’s awesome.  She’s awesome.

KT:  So you’ve come back and—what group is organizing this anti-war protest.  

SE:  That was SDS.  

KT:  When was a chapter formed?

SE:  Well, a little group formed on campus.  I think it’s the same people that formed the CORE chapter.  That was formed, Harry Boyte started at Duke in the fall of ’63.  He helped form—he came from a family that had been civil rights activists, and so he helped start a CORE chapter.  It was that same group.  Some of, there was Shelly—oh there was a graduate.  There were a couple of graduate students who had been active in very, in the founding of SDS.  They were at Duke.  So they had this linkage.  They formed a group called the Liberal Action Committee because SDS would’ve been too radical for Duke.  We had LAC for many years.  So that’s the group that called the march in the post office, the anti-war demonstration.  It would’ve been in March ’65, and in the next month SDS held the first national demonstration against the war in Vietnam and 20,000 people went to Washington.  So I remember being handed a leaflet about that.

KT:  The national—

SE:  The national demonstration.  I also at that point decided that I wanted to go to Montgomery.  My friend Charlotte, because the Methodist Student Movement actually went down to be in Montgomery for a week before the Selma-Montgomery march, and they were finding housing for people.  So I knew Charlotte was down there and I was determined to go.  So I just saw a sign posted down in the post office on West campus saying there’s a car.  If anybody wants to go to Montgomery, meet at six a.m. in this place.  There were two cars.  Nine guys and me.  I didn’t know any of them.  But I went, and that’s when I called home to tell my parents that whether they liked it or not, I was going to do this.  It’s not that I thought they wouldn't like it philosophically, but I thought they’d be scared.  My dad said, “Oh good.  I'll meet you there.  I’m coming with a busload of SMU students.”  

KT:  Great.

SE:  So much for my big rebellion.  [laughter]
KT:  You were a failed rebel.

SE:  Right.  Right.  That’s where I met Harry, and Harry and I were married a year and a half after that.  We were married until 1994.  But so it’s the Liberal Action Committee, the SDS chapter that called that march.

KT:  So it was Liberal Action Committee was essentially an SDS chapter.

SE:  Yes, it was.  It was.

KT:  Did you get involved with them?

SE:  Very.  Very involved.  

KT:  You became so among the student leaders—

SE:  Yeah I was involved in the Liberal Action—I was involved sort of from that point on once I went to Montgomery activism became my life in a very powerful way.  I wrote my senior thesis on an African politician.  I sort of was moving into African studies for a while there, a politician in Kenya.  

KT:  Mboya.

SE:  Tom Mboya, yeah.  Exactly.  Right.  I was interested in his, what he was making of African socialism and the difference between those who were—he was linked to western US through labor unions.  His opposition, this is Cold War when everybody gets cast on one side or the other.  Oginga Odinga was the other, the more really the more radical guy and I had read Jomo Kenyatta’s Facing Mount Kenya in a graduate anthropology class I guess.  I took a lot of international courses in those years.  

But my activism became focused on Local 77.  I was and also support work for the strike and the Cone Mills in Greensboro.  We did a lot of work on that.  That was my introduction to labor unions.  I had not known zip about labor unions until I started doing that.

KT:  This is, a number of—tell me about.  When does the Seventy-seven struggle begin?

SE:  Local 77?  Boy, I’m sure you have other interviews that can give you this in detail.  Is it Mr. Oliver that—

KT:  Maybe in terms—he was the stalwart.  

SE:  He was the stalwart and it goes way back .  He befriended a student in political science earlier in the civil rights movement, and I don’t fully know his story, but he was the mover, the one who made that happen.  It got started, there was also an AFSCME [American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees] organizer, AFSCME was I think the same guy who was working at Cone Mills was also hooking up with Local 77.  

KT:  Do you remember who that was?

SE:  Peter Brandon.

KT:  I’ve heard that name.

SE:  So that we were working with AFSCME in both places and well, no.  That would’ve been textile workers at Cone so I don’t know what I’m talking about here.  I know enough about oral history to know you shouldn't trust what people are saying until you verify it other ways.

KT:  Is well, one question.  There’s, I mean there’s sort of an assumption though that there was a hostility among the New Left to the labor movement.  But that doesn’t seem to have been the case—

SE:  That’s absolutely not true at Duke.  I’m not sure that that’s true across the board, but what I know is when you were in the South in the New Left you knew who your allies were.  Everybody knew everybody so if your base was civil rights or your base was labor or almost any other social justice issue, you all knew each other and you all needed each other.  So there was no hostility at all to labor among—you couldn’t imagine big labor down here.  There was no such thing as a big powerful labor movement that was corrupt and undemocratic and all of that.  What we had were unorganized workers being paid dirt wages and treated despicably.  The great thing at Cone was the realization that once the textile industry had to integrate, the threat of using scab workers--black people as scabs--diminished.  So the possibilities of organizing increased.  Then of course Local 77 was a great example of just sort of how this fervor of civil rights movement flowed into a labor channel at about that time, which of course it did also later in Memphis and several other places.  

KT:  Well, there’s also I think a popular notion that or I think an assumption that somehow the civil rights movement wasn’t addressing fundamental economic issues until the later ‘60s. 

SE:  Well, this would’ve been ’65.

KT:  And I’ve never been sure what that particularly means but—

SE:  Yeah—I don’t even know if that—there was while there that when the task was to dismantle the apparatus of segregation.  That apparatus when it was gone still didn’t pay people decently, or it did let them go get a job in a textile mill for what that’s worth.  When I was a child, there were no clerks in stores that were black.  There were no secretaries that were black.  I later in Durham understood this whole infrastructure of the black middle class and their businesses and that economic world.  But in the much larger white dominated economy there was no access to better paid positions in white collared positions.  So dismantling segregation did have some economic impact that way.  But it was, I do remember by the mid ‘60s being aware that the problems are so much more fundamental.  The whole New Left was making a turn towards more economic analysis.  The anger the riots in northern cities were also an expression of a whole different kind of rage that was—

KT:  How would you—which do you think was first, your involvement in Greensboro or Local 77?  Was that more or less simultaneous?

SE:  I think they were just about simultaneous.  I would guess Local 77 probably came first.  It was much more intimate anyway.  I mean we went to the union meetings.  We had regular ways of putting leaflets about Local 77 in all the bathroom stalls all over East campus.  I mean I knew how to go from dorm to dorm to dorm and bathroom to bathroom to bathroom.  We did a number of, we did a lot of picketing, and there were ways of being more actively supportive and more directly engaged and more—you knew the people.  You knew them personally.  In Greensboro we could go over and join a picket line once in a while.  But mainly it was just an education.  

KT:  So that was mostly labor support.

SE:  Yeah.  Yeah.

KT:  Were there any students at that point getting jobs in the mills?

SE:  That comes a little later.  That comes a little later and that happens more as the New Left became sectarian and Leninist.  The group, the people that went that way some of them made the decision to go to work in the mills in order to sort of subvert from within, commit themselves to the working class, but that I would say that’s a late ‘60s, early ‘70s phenomenon.  My husband Harry worked in—no, it was in the ‘70s—Harry worked in a textile mill one summer, but it was in the ‘70s and it was because he needed a job.  He wasn’t going (               ) from within.  It was a very good and very revealing experience for him.

KT:  So there was never any talk that you can remember in the mid ‘60s of students becoming housekeepers or working—taking jobs on campus because I know students did eventually work in the power plant.

SE:  Right.  Right.  No, I was not aware in the mid ‘60s.  People who needed to earn money found ways to work and sometimes those were low level jobs.  As organizers no.  The more popular idea then would be to go live in a poor community and do community-level organizing.  That’s more the SNCC and ERAP [Economic Research and Action Project] model.  

KT: Are you involved in SDS at a national level at this point?

SE:  After I got married in 1966 and we went I think to the SDS national meeting in Clear Lake, Iowa, which I think was ’66.  Just drove over night there.  That was my only exposure to national SDS while I was in Durham.  It was amazing.  Here were several thousand people, and they were so engaged and so radical.  I just was kind of a fly on the wall there.  Then in the fall of ’67 because I graduated in ’66, got a master’s degree in political science and did my MA thesis on Tom Mboya, and in the fall of ’67 Harry and I moved to Chicago and we lived there for nine months.  That’s when I became really aware of national SDS because we were in the middle of Paul and Heather Booth were good friends, and I got drawn into women’s liberation in Chicago.

KT:  Is the national office in Chicago at that point?

SE:  Yeah.  Right, it was.  So we were just in the thick of it there.  There was a newspaper--.  I got a job as a secretary and having decided—I was going to go to grad school in African studies, and I was enrolled in Northwestern and decided that I was a little tired of being in school.  In ’67 I wasn’t sure who I would teach, who I could credibly stand in front of as a white woman and teach African history and politics.  So it was the height of black power.

KT:  Interesting questions being raised.

SE:  So I decided not to go to graduate school, and having just finished my master’s degree thought I would get some kind of impressive professional level job teaching at a community college or doing research for somebody at University of Chicago and I ended up being a secretary.  The only skill they were interested in was my typing speed.  But I was a secretary for two campus ministers at the University of Chicago, and in the basement of the little chapel house, was a radical press.  So people are coming flowing in and out, and in the summer before we did that, I’m getting my chronologies a little mixed up here, but in the summer of ’67 I was the North Carolina coordinator for Vietnam Summer.  So I ran that show for North Carolina.

KT:  Tell me more about that.

SE:  Well, it was a national effort to ramp up the anti-war activism. 
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KT:  Yep, you can go ahead.

SE:  So I was talking about what was Vietnam Summer, and Sue Thrasher was in the national office of Vietnam Summer.  She was the activist in SSOC, and of course, we were very connected to SSOC here.  So Sue was one of my main contacts in the national office.  At that point I didn’t know what it meant to be an organizer, but my sidekick was a woman named Lyn Wells who had been a sort of child prodigy organizer in SNCC, a white woman from Washington and just intrepid.  So Lynn and I would get in my little red Volkswagen bug and drive to a town.  We knew that if there was a university, we should go find the campus minister, preferably the Methodist one, and if there wasn’t, we should look for the Unitarians or the Quakers.  We would literally drive into town with a name, call them up, somebody would house us.  We would get a bunch of phone numbers, call people and hold a meeting and talk about what can we do about this war and try to leave behind us little groups that would commit to holding some kind of regular vigil or doing some public education of one kind or another, writing letters to their congressman, whatever.  I spent that whole summer, that was my first real experience of being an organizer.  

KT:  Summer of ’67.

SE:  Summer of ’67.  Using the skills I had learned more by observation than anything else with Local 77, hanging out with organizers.  So then we go to Chicago and I’m a secretary, and all these people are coming through that building to go to the basement to the radical press.  When they found out I was the North Carolina coordinator for Vietnam Summer, suddenly I had credentials.  Of course Harry had credentials up the kazoo because he had been in CORE, SCLC and he’d been arrested many times.  So Sue Munaker and Heather Booth I remember early on saying there’s this women’s group that’s meeting.  Some of us are just talking about what we need to do as women.  Want to come?  Obviously I did.  That was what was known as the Westside group, which may well be the first consciousness-raising group in the country.  It was formed by Jo Freeman in the fall of ’67 after the National Conference for New Politics.  When I walked into that meeting in Jo Freeman’s Westside apartment, it was a group of highly intense, incredibly brilliant women who thought of themselves as organizers, who took for granted that they were about changing the world.  Naomi Weisstein was in that group and Heather Booth and Amy Kessleman and Vivian Rothstein, and some of them hadn’t changed their names when they got married.  That was a new thought to me.  I was just swept up in suddenly there was a movement that was really mine.  Really mine.  Because we were in Chicago and linked into these national networks, they knew SDS people all over the country, and several of them had been to Mississippi in ’64.  For the first time I understood that that was a life changing thing that happened in Mississippi for the people who participated.  Heather, Jo, a whole bunch of them had.  They talked about that a lot and they many of them were—

KT:  Still three years later they were—

SE:  Oh yes.  Oh yes.  Well, many of them had become ERAP organizers in SDS.  So they had community level experience, and some still were actively engaged in that.  People would come through town and start talking about what they were doing where we were.  So we were very aware of what was going on and this little group was multiplying across the country.  People in the group began to form other groups.  Like how do we get women talking about this.  Guerrilla theater.  We had thoughts about just going to a laundromat and having a fight over who does the laundry, loudly.  We thought about writing leaflets and tucking them into Glamour and Redbook.  If we could just get the word out, women will see.  Groups formed and I went to all of those too.  I was going to women’s meetings, four or five nights a week that year.  

KT:  When it was proposed to you, was it Jo—

SE:  Jo Freeman 

KT:  Proposed the—

SE:  Started the group.  It was Sue Munaker who invited me and Heather Booth.

KT:  Did that immediately resonate like we should have a meeting?

SE:  It did.  

KT:  It did.

SE:  I was not somebody who came to it feeling angry, but I came to it having read Betty Friedan because Ann Scott said to me one day in the (                 ) Shop at Duke you have to read this book.  So I read this book, and the summer I was in Africa, along side the debates over non-violence, I was having a running debate with several of the men about whether women could have careers and families, and I was on fire.  I’d read Betty Friedan and I was going to do it all and you should do it all.  It was just all mixed in as part of the same stuff.  That’s the kind of feminist I was.  I didn’t label it feminist.  But I think that’s the kind of feminist I was for awhile.  I was extremely aware that my mother was a very, very talented woman who had gotten this degree in landscape architecture and we had great yards, but she had never worked outside the home.  She’d never had an income of her own.  She had tried very hard to be a perfect minister’s wife, which was an extremely bad fit to her personality.  So while she as angry about injustice in the world, she was also angry about her own lack of choice, and I was aware growing up that she didn’t have, she should’ve been a scientist, and she never felt she could make that choice.  So there’s another part of me that’s saying, I’m not going to let that happen to me.  I believed in people organizing and changing the world and making it better.  So there was no reservation in me whatever when I went to this meeting.  Of course we had to do this.  Isn’t that great?  It was very wonderful and validating.  At the end, we left Chicago in June of ’68.  We were there while they were planning the Democratic convention.  We knew Rennie Davis and all those people and I remember being angry because I thought the cops would beat up on people who came and that is what happened.  But I came back to North Carolina as a missionary for the women’s liberation movement.  We came back.  Harry got a job with OEO [Office of Economic Opportunity] with the community organizing in Edgemont neighborhood in Durham.  I agreed with Paula Goldsmit who was in one of my other women’s groups in Chicago that when we got home, got to Minnesota, not to Minnesota, North Carolina we would, call a group.  We would start a women’s group.  So we started the first women’s liberation group in North Carolina in about August of ’68.  But my work when I got back, I started working with AFSCME.  I was organizing.  The Local 77 was trying to broaden out and organize the secretarial layer and the paraprofessionals, the LPNs and so forth.  So I took that on.  I was being paid kind of on the staff.  I wasn’t, on the side, I wasn’t formally on the AFSCME staff.  

KT:  How did—

SE:  But Peter Brandon paid me to do that work, and I spent a lot of time working with secretaries.  I found out that LPNs are easy to organize.  Secretaries are very hard because they’re isolated.  They identify with their boss.  At a university they’re often temporary.  

KT:  Is Howard Fuller on the scene at this point?

SE:  Yes, Howard Fuller was running the program through OEO that Harry became a staff member for.  So he worked for Howard Fuller.

KT:  Howard goes on AFSCME staff at some point too, right or he becomes—

SE:  That’s much later.  That’s much later.  Howard goes through several transformations.  In those years Harry was working with Howard and Dick Landerman and then the staff grew.  They formed an organization called ACT.  I worked for them too.  I did work part-time as a community organizer as well as for AFSCME.  I had several part-time organizing jobs.  So I did spend and I became pregnant, and I discovered in the community organizing it was great.  I’d go door to door, and first of all I was totally a non-threat being obviously pregnant, and secondly I had an immediate connection to any woman, and they were all astonished that I was twenty-five and pregnant for the first time or twenty-four.  But they would tell me stories and that was a link.  I thought a lot about issues of class in relation to the women’s movement in that time.  So we were getting the women’s movement going and those meetings were happening and exploding in Durham and Chapel Hill.  We started that first group, and by late fall I think several other groups were sparking off of it.  

KT:  Did the group have a name?

SE:  Yes, Group 22.  

KT:  Group 22 was the Durham group.

SE:  It was a Durham-Chapel Hill group.

KT:  Why Twenty-two?

SE:  Well, as the groups grew, at first it was just Women’s Liberation Group.  Then a number of us in the early group either had children or were pregnant.  So we focused a lot on childhood social—we were trying to find the root cause of women’s oppression, and with several sociologist graduate students in the group and Paula teaching in the school of social work, we started reading sexual theory and so forth.  There were younger women who were not expecting to have kids any time soon, and they thought their issues were different.  So they formed a different group.  There were women who were unmarried and they formed a different.  Next thing we knew and, we had and then at Chapel Hill, a just Chapel Hill group formed.  With all these groups we had to name them because we wanted to have a coordinating committee and a little newsletter.  A lot of this is in the Duke archives.  So we decided to number the groups.  But we didn’t want to number them hierarchically and say the first group is number one and second group is number two.  So groups picked a number and Paula Goldsmit said twenty-two is my favorite number.  So we became Group Twenty-two.  There were other groups that were like 1.3 and whatever.  They found a reason, but it was a couple of years there where all the groups were known by their number.  Group Twenty-two has reunions.  We meet every year since 1990.  Some of the very original ones, and there were three of us in that group who were pregnant at the time and we formed a child care cooperative when our children were born the following year with our husbands.  Group Twenty-two grew into all these other groups.  It became Lollipop Power, which published children’s books for many years and that was my first publication still on my vita is my Lollipop, the first book that Lollipop published.  It started the campaign for a university-sponsored child care at Chapel Hill and had a baby in and all of that.  It didn’t succeed but out of that came the Community School for People under Six, which still exists in Chapel Hill I think.  It’s a wonderful daycare center.  It one subset of it evolved into the Charlotte Perkins Gilman Chapter of the New American Movement.  

KT:  I had heard—of the New American Movement.  We’ll go back to that.

SE:  We’ll go back to that.

KT:  But I had heard that there was some connection between the Chapel Hill civil rights movement and the child care issue.  Do you know of any links?

SE:  Well, what I know is that the center we created was in the basement of a black church and that brought us into issues dealing with race right away.  It was very multi-racial in terms of the kids and the staff and—

KT:  Or that it was somehow, maybe it wasn’t a civil rights movement but associated with the cafeteria worker’s strike.

SE:  Yes, there was a whole big cafeteria workers thing and—

KT:  ’68 or ’69.

SE:  Right, and I think there is a link there that I can’t reconstruct for you.  But there is a link there between the campaign for child care and the cafeteria worker’s strike.  All the new lefty people around were supportive of the cafeteria workers.  It was kind of exciting having this happening right in front of us.  

KT:  I want to go back I guess and follow a thread.  I’m wondering if, well first of all within SDS are you, do you have a distinct southern identity as being from the Durham group or—

SE:  Yes, absolutely.

KT:  Or you and Harry as you’re in Chicago.

SE:  We felt very linked to when we got to Chicago we felt very southern.  That’s why we came back.  We felt like our work is not here.  It’s there.  We felt very connected to SSOC, and SSOC was sort of the southern SDS in a way.  It was a more present organization than SDS ever was.  But SDS, we were linked to SDS.  We got all their mailings and that was sort of the national scene, but we always felt more rooted in civil rights than the rest of SDS became even though in the early years particularly ERAP was the direct effort to do SNCC like things in northern cities.  But when SDS moved in anti-war activism and became so huge and became a student movement raising a lot of student issues, its direct links to civil rights diminished, but in the South they were all the same thing.  Labor was civil rights.  Student stuff was civil rights.  The activist leaders that you knew and looked up to all had those kind of linkages.  So we always felt different in the south.  Now an SDS chapter at Duke that was active in the late ‘60s I’m trying to reconstruct this.  What I know is that by ’69 of course SDS was destroying itself.  We sort of watched that from a distance and with great dismay as Progressive Labor organized to try to take it over and then Weatherman and all of that seemed to me utter insanity, this movement is eating itself alive.  It felt to me like a kind of insanity that’s more possible if you’re not grounded.  But there were certainly people in the, there was a Duke SDS chapter when I became a graduate student in ’69 at Chapel Hill.  So we had these two years being, this year in Chicago and then a year being an organizer and also getting the women’s movement started, and then I started back to school.  But of course while we were in Chicago, the vigil happened at Duke.  As a whole new cohort of people some of whom we had been the upper classmen and sort of their mentors into activism Reed and Tammy and all those people.  But they became, they were this was their baptism or something.  That vigil was this massive event that the whole campaign for Local 77 had grown into.

KT:  Tell me their names.  I don’t know their names.

SE:  Reed Kramer and Tammy Holtzman.  Tammy has an article in this book of memoirs that I have just edited.  They also went to Africa and they founded something called Africa News.  They’re still doing that work.  But there was a whole new generation of student leadership, came out of that vigil experience.  So we came back to Duke having and in a way, then we were out doing the community organizing so we interacted with Duke students a lot drawing them into community-related things but--

KT:   You had made that transition into—

SE:  We had made that transition—

KT:  To post-college organizing.

SE:  Yeah, and in the late ‘60s the student group at Duke like SDS groups across the country was very drawn into Marxist-Leninism, and there were study groups and I participated in a number of them.  Those are some of the people who went on to work in the mill.  It was out of that journey into a kind of search for servitude and to a kind of political fundamentalism is what it became that ended up moving in the direction of and belonging to any number of different Marxist-Leninist groups.  There were people in the groups we were active in, NAM and the various women’s liberation groups who when Howard Fuller took that turn followed him there.  He became Owusu Sadaukai.  

KT:  Right.  Every time—

SE:  There's so much going on—

KT:  You say something, yeah, there’s like six threads I want to follow at the same time.  Where are you living at this point?

SE:  Right now.  I live in Saint Paul, Minnesota.

KT:  No, no, no.  In our narrative.

SE:  Yes, we lived, we moved almost every year for a while there.  We lived I think on Dacian Street near the East campus for a while and then on Iredell Street on the other side of East campus.  About the time, we had a child in March of ’69 so we were living in Durham and doing that.  Then we moved, we moved out in the country for a while.  We lived way north of Durham in a country house.

KT:  I was wondering if you were part of the housing collectives.

SE:  No, we were not.  We knew a number of people who were.  By then we had a kid and most of those housing collectives did not have children in them.  That wouldn't have worked.

KT:  Were you a year or two older than the housing collective people?

SE:  Right.  We were about two years older.

KT:  Yeah, so.

SE:  Exactly.  Right.  But we were in political groups with all of those people.  Yeah, absolutely.  We lived in, then we lived in an apartment complex and then we moved to Chapel Hill and lived in a student housing for a year and then lived on Davie Circle, and that’s the closest to group collective living that I’ve ever come and I loved it.  There were two tiny little houses and a duplex, and we had a common backyard.  So we could be together or not together.  On Sunday mornings somebody would walk around and say someone for pancakes and someone would say okay, I’ll bring the coffee and convene in the backyards.  That became an ideal for shared living, but we were not part of any of those collectives, but we knew them and we visited there and were part of the political community that they were. 

KT:  What were the struggles with the women’s liberation groups locally?

SE:  Those early years were so easy.  It didn’t feel the very, starting in ’68 until the early ‘70s mostly new groups were forming.  Our main struggle was to figure out how do we change the world and how much of it is changing ourselves and how much of it is trying to change structurally the world, and if so, where do we get a handle on it?  So people on the one hand there was tremendous personal support.  A lot of early members of Group 22 would tell you that they walked into this group and for the first time felt that they were in a room where everybody thought it was a valid thing to want meaningful work outside the home and that you were not an evil person or a bad mother if you also had kids.  So that kind of professional aspiration got support.  A lot of people changed their names.  I changed my name in 1974 finally back to Evans.

KT:  Back to Evans.

SE:  Because Harry was a writer, and I was suddenly beginning to think that I might actually publish something, and I didn’t want to be like Mary Beard, disappear into, never be at least for many decades taken seriously in my own right.  I had always thought from when I met Naomi Weisstein like woah, I didn’t have to do that.  But people did a lot of personal changes in their lives, and over time some people discovered their lesbianism and so forth.  The struggle, the first split I remember was the gay-straight split.  Only we didn’t split.  That was happening around the country.  

KT:  Interesting you didn’t split.

SE:  In Durham and Chapel Hill and in much of the South I think, and actually in many communities across the country, it was not, it was a source of huge tension but not a total split.  Only a few people wanted to go the utter separatist route, this sort of modeled on black power version.  But it was a source of tension absolutely, and it was a source of tension on many levels.  Some of it was political, are we utterly separatist or not.  Some of it was about lifestyle and are you betraying women if you live with a man.  What about monogamy?  Here I was married with a kid and a lot of experimenting was going on all around me.  But there was great reluctance to rupture the movement.  I remember being afraid, and of course Charlotte Bunch who had been my best friend through Duke and who was working at IPS [Institute for Policy Studies] in Washington when I was a secretary in Chicago.  I wrote her and talked to her somehow about this women’s liberation group and she said we don’t really need that here.  Then they started having it, and she started experiencing sexism.  By the early ‘70s, by ’72 she was part of a group called the Furies, which was the first really radical lesbian separatist group.  Charlotte was one of the main leaders of that group.  So I was dealing at a distance with can I even stay friends and she and I did stay friends.  She thought that I would see the light one day.  I just hoped that we could maintain a connection, but I wasn’t, I didn’t think what they were doing made sense, and it certainly didn’t make sense for my life.  

KT:  In what sense didn’t it make sense?

SE:  As a politics.  It was a very purist.  It was utopian, utterly utopian.  We’re going to pull away from the world and live with ourselves and only deal with women, have a kind of woman-only world.  It was utopian also they were going to eradicate individualism.  They weren't going to own their own clothes.  It was a really one of those communitarian experiments run to the extreme.  They were going to not have exclusive relationships, all of that.  They, it died fast.  The intensity of that effort to perfect themselves meant that they turned on each other very quickly, and it didn’t last, but it did open up a dialogue that was both explosive and necessary.  It became part of the explosion of the gay rights movement.  Charlotte very soon decided that politically this made no sense and became, went back to what her real skill is, coalition building, and she’s been doing that ever since.  But that’s the biggest strain.  The next one I can think of is that some people in these groups were being drawn into Marxist Leninist groups.

KT:  What groups are active in the late ‘60s, early ‘70s around Durham?

SE:  Well, there were a few people in Progressive Labor.

KT:  There were a few, or few?

SE:  There were few, like a couple I think.  I remember somebody in PL but not a group.

KT:  Would you have been aware of PL while you were an organizer of Vietnam Summer?

SE:  I don’t think so.  I was not aware of PL.

KT:  Because nationally they’re beginning to agitate for their work-ins and—

SE:  No, I wasn’t but I was in the South.  I was on the fringe.  I didn’t have, I was going to communities which had never had or hadn't had any active anti-war organization yet.

KT:  Much less a PL organizer.

SE:  Much less a PL, right.  Right.  Right.

KT:  No, I was thinking at Duke though was there a PL presence starting in the—

SE:  By the late ‘60s there might have been.  I think we probably had one of everything.  But the group I can’t remember the name of the group that Howard Fuller was part of.  They're the group that ended up getting shot by the Klan in Greensboro.

KT:  So the Communist Worker’s Party.

SE:  Communist Worker’s Party, I think that’s it.  Yeah.  So its predecessors were there and IS [International Socialists], I know there were one or two people linked to IS there.  For me though those years were a real education in left wing sectarianism, which I had been unaware of.  It sounded to me a whole lot like the fundamentalism I had grown up around.

KT:  Did it immediately strike you that way?

SE:  Yeah.  I certainly was a Marxist, was very and I honor my own roots in Marxism.  I add that to Christian existentialism as the body of theory that helped me to think deeply about class.  But Leninism, Marxist-Leninism always felt to me authoritarian and rigid and fundamentalist.  Perhaps because I grew up with a father who was an intellectual, who was a minister but liberal and intellectual and never dogmatic, ever.  I was allowed to be an agnostic in the eighth grade.  I react very strongly to anybody who thinks they know the truth, the absolute truth.  So it always felt that way to me.  It always felt dogmatic.  It’s the dogmatism that I cannot stand.  But I was struggling really hard in those years to—I participated in study groups and don’t know how long it took me to name that strongly because it was very personally hard to watch some people be drawn that way, people who you had felt very, very close to and on one level it felt to me like they went crazy.  Well, yeah, they were converted in some way.  They thought they had the truth, and to hear people that I knew to be good people talking about after the revolution and who should be killed, that was horrifying.  That’s when I thought they had gone crazy.  

KT:  But it wasn’t uncommon.

SE:  It was not uncommon at all.  We were surrounded by it.

KT:  How do we make sense of that?

SE:  How do we explain that?  I have some ideas.  I think that the anti-war movement dragged on for so long.  The war was really over, but it wasn’t over.  The bombing campaigns ramped up.  That movement led people to feel like they had failed when in fact we succeeded.  So there was a kind of despair that this war will not stop and it is so evil.  Some stuff comes out of that despair.  Some of it I think is gender related although there were plenty of women drawn in so this analysis may not compute.  But I certainly saw the leadership, some of the leadership.  It took on a very macho tone, an extremely macho tone.  Whether it’s Marxist-Leninist or Weatherman, I think there was a generation of young men who could’ve been the business leaders and the elite who were being in training to do that.  They made a turn toward the activism.  All the way that the culture offers for men to prove their manhood, especially earning money, they forewent some of those.  So what do you have in its place, and you get this extreme macho militaristic, lots of military fantasizing about war and revolution and the anti-war movement got worse and worse that way.  We’re going to go shut down the Pentagon as if we really could.  We’re no longer doing a symbolic act.  We’re really going to shut it down.  There is something very extreme about that rhetoric in the New Left, in the late years of the anti-war movement in the late ‘60s and it feeds over into this Marxist-Leninism which gives people a kind of, history is on your side.  You’re absolutely right.  You're going to win.  You’re going to rule the world.  You gave up being the rulers of a world that you didn’t like.  So come this way and you’re going to get to rule the world too.  This fantasy gets fed and history is on your side.  You're going to win.  You're right.  They’re wrong.  I don’t know.  But I think there was something very compelling about that for a generation particularly of men and some of the women who were drawn into it were drawn into a very macho style.  Bernadine Dohrn is a good example, extremely macho style.  They’re drawn into highly authoritarian movements.  If you’re in the leadership, you have huge amount of power over very few people.  But it’s linked to a fantasy of having a lot of power over a lot of people.  So I don’t know.  

But I think there is a gender dynamic going on there.  Let me add to that.  The women’s movement was starting up and drawing the energy of a lot of the most creative women.  Those early years of women’s liberation movement were so creative and so thrilling.  You just had to have the thought and you went and did it.  Let’s create a daycare center.  Let’s write books.  We wrote books.  Group 22 had all these consequences, and that happened all over the country, all over the country.  It was like the early years of the civil rights movement in a way.  There’s this whole group of men who are connected to these women who don’t have anything like that that’s being massively successful.  I think that’s another set of issues that’s involved here.

KT:  It’s like the Promise Keepers for the—NOW and the Promise Keepers. 

SE:  That’s weird.  That’s really weird.  There were of course men who formed men’s groups, and there were several in the Durham Chapel Hill area that were very important to the men involved.  But it wasn’t clear in those early years as much as we wanted it to be clear that men have a stake in this change.  We’re all working on how do you have an egalitarian relationship, and we were working hard on how to raise children and share the work and all of that, but there weren’t a lot of ego payoffs for men in that.  

KT:  Are the discussions of Marxism, they do have an impact on the women’s liberation groups?

SE:  Absolutely.  In Durham the version of that was that there was a socialist feminist group that formed in ’72.  The group was a descendant group of Group 22.  We were extremely engaged in thinking about socialist feminism because we wanted to think about feminism in relation to class.  We were not at all interested in Leninism or revolution or that stuff.  But there were these women at Duke who were.  So there was conversation.  But the Charlotte Perkins Gilman Chapter of NAM was a conscious effort to have an all-women’s group that’s part of a mixed democratic socialist organization.  There was at least one other all-women’s chapter of NAM and a lot of socialist feminist theorizing came from NAM.  Linda Gordon was telling me when she did this collection, she and Roz Baxandall called Dear Sisters on women’s liberation and they discovered an enormous amount of socialist feminist [sound of animal crying]

KT:  Has somebody gotten hurt down there?

SE:  No, oh.

KT:  Sounds like they’re torturing a puppy.

SE:  Or it’s metal scraping on metal.  It’s a machine.  I think it’s construction.  I hope it is.  Anyway, so the Gilman chapter was very into socialist feminism although we were less into theory and much more into figuring out what the practice could be.  We never did figure that out.  We tried to organize workers in daycare centers.  We were concerned that people who do daycare or that is not valued work.  

KT:  What would the left critique of socialist feminism have been?

SE:  The left critique of socialist feminism?

KT:  Yeah.  Or women (                             ) I’m not sure what the verbiage is, revolutionary feminism or Marxist—

SE:  Sure.  Well, it didn’t necessarily put class first, and it didn’t think that--feminism critiques Marxism for not taking gender into account and does not assume that a revolution based on class will equalize things for women.  There’s plenty of evidence to that.  History is definitely on our side in that respect.  Socialist feminism on the whole was pretty eclectic on the way it used Marxism and pretty open, more rigid Marxists were not happy with that.  [dog barks] and were not happy with the bourgeois.  They would have called it bourgeois and social democratic in the left critique.  In the mid and late ‘70s there were Marxist feminist study groups all over especially in the northeast and west coast that were extremely influential and had major impact on academic feminist.  But our little group was, we really wanted to figure out how you would organize women in a way that reached across class.  We didn’t—[speaks to dog]—we never succeeded, but we really talked about it a whole lot.  We worked on it and we worked on the daycare issues.

KT:  Do you identify as a social democrat at this point?  Is that a label in 1971 that would’ve had meaning for you.

SE:  I don’t think I would’ve used the term social democrat, but I would’ve called myself a democratic socialist.  Yeah.  

KT:  But part of any larger network in the early ‘70s.  [dog barking—letting dog out]

SE:  Not until the New American movement.  NAM was formed in 1972 by a lot of grown-up SDSers who wanted something like SDS.  And SDS had killed itself so there was this wish to have a New Left organization for graduates of the student left.  So NAM was formed and it was explicitly democratic socialist with a lot of writing and thinking going on about the importance of democracy and the failure of many socialist countries.  There was not an identification with the countries that would’ve been called social democrats like Sweden.  NAM didn’t identify with that.  It would have identified more with experiments in cooperative, whether you have employee ownership or coops of some kind, kind of really trying to think about economic democracy on the ground, but opposed to command economies, state driven kinds of economies.

KT:  Durham is sort of a NAM stronghold, right.

SE:  It’s a very big NAM stronghold.  Harry was extremely important in the formation of NAM.  There were two NAM chapters, a mixed group and the Charlotte Perkins Gilman chapter.  We, the Gilman chapter held a Nationalist Socialist Feminist conference in the fall of ’72 and 200 people just drove in from all over the country.  It was a wonderful conference, and we used the student centers, the religious centers as home base and put people up in our homes and ate peanut butter and gave each other, had sessions on organizing and sessions on theory.  I remember watching the film A la Lute Continua?  about the (                     ).  So it had an international dimension.  So I found some of the materials from that and I wrote about it in Tidal Wave.  

KT:  Do you have a sense that at this point in the early ‘70s that you’re taking classes at Chapel Hill and working your way through the course work, and that’s something I’d also like to talk to you about.

SE:  Right.

KT:  Do you have a sense that there’s any sort of breakage from the ‘60s or is this just all a continuous thing from the moment in say, I don’t know, the early ‘60s.

SE:  I would say it’s absolutely continuous.  The breakage, there is breakage but it is not an absolute break.  The same people have many of the same activists are there who are there in earlier times.  The organizations have changed.  The New Left has evolved and is becoming internally contentious and sectarian.  These things are happening so it’s, I did feel in about 1969 like the New Left as I’d known it was dead.  When the SDS convention happened, and there were all these splits and we, there were southern conferences where some of that was reenacted and Weatherman seemed crazy and these, all these groups nuts but on the ground we kept going.  We never stopped.

KT:  Were you at the conference for New Politics in Chicago?

SE:  No.  No.  That was in ’67, but that’s where some of it is also—

KT:  It's a precursor—

SE:  Really underway.  Right.  It felt like a lot of this was happening around us, but we kept going so it never felt like something totally new started.  NAM was an effort to create continuity with the branch of the New Left that was interested in sort of on the ground organizing attention to class and so forth.  The fantasy of the national movement that would do all those things.

KT:  To reconstitute—but NAM breaks down.

SE:  Where I felt—

KT:  Some of this (                  ).

SE:  Where I personally felt a break was in the mid ‘70s and maybe—

END OF TAPE 1, SIDE B

START OF TAPE 2, SIDE A

KT:  Oh that’s right.  George (                        ).

SE:  Yeah.  Never read the whole dissertation as far as I know.  He was very laissez-faire with his students, and that’s why I chose him.  He let me do it.  That’s all I wanted.  So we were talking a little bit about NAM.

KT:  NAM.

SE:  Oh, it was about breakages.  

KT:  Breakage, yeah.

SE:  The issue is the breakup of the parts of the women’s movement that I was connected to, which had evolved into a series of socialist feminist unions.  It was Model One in Chicago that was incredible.  That kept going for a while.  The Gilman chapter felt linked into that.  Those kind of fell apart as NAM chapters were also falling apart.  There was an incredible time of burn out.  Now as a historian what I know is you could talk to many other people and find them locating that time of burn out at other moments.  For anybody in that, that is the break point.  But when I moved to Minnesota in the fall of ’76, what I knew was two years before that I could have gone to any city in the country and found my political community.  I would’ve known where to find it.  It would’ve been, there was a socialist feminist movement and subsets, and there was NAM and NAM-related groups.  When I moved to Minnesota, it wasn’t there anymore.  It wasn’t there.  Minnesota had had a particularly divisive—

KT:  Did they really?

SE:  Yeah, they had a cooperative co-op movement.  We still have wonderful co-op stores all over.  But the co-op movement, a sectarian group organized inside of it and tried to take it over.  There was one of those sectarian things.  The New Left really ate itself alive.  I guess I’ve used that image several times in this interview, but it felt that way at the time in the mid ‘70s just whatever was left of it, kind of—that’s the sort of high point of the sectarian craziness.  My own activism moved into academia.  I got a job teaching women’s history.  Women’s studies was in its infancy.  So for me that move and that political reality coincided and I went in a different direction.  Had I stayed here I might have felt more continuity because I could’ve been involved in everything from brown lung to, because we knew all the people doing all those campaigns here.  I moved to a place where it was much more disruptive.  But that for me is the real break point.

KT:  What did that feel like to transition into academia?

SE:  Well, luckily it could be thrilling because I was in on the birth of a whole new field.  So I could teach, I was hired to teach women’s history.  There weren’t a lot of jobs like that in ’76.  That’s what I was hired to do.  Women’s studies was just getting going.  I could be in on that.  All the debates about feminist pedagogy and what are we doing in the classroom and how do we, the discovery of women in all our different disciplines and the revolution in the paradigms of all our disciplines caused by the questions we were asking was really exciting.  It felt like a direct extension of my activism in a whole lot of ways.  I was writing a whole lot more.  That became very much a part of my sense of my activist self too.  

KT:  But it’s a different forum.

SE:  But it was different.  There was grief about the Gilman chapter itself, it wasn’t dead when I left.  It was declining.  It never could be what it wanted to be.  It was in Chapel Hill so it meant a lot of grad students came and went.  So you have a revolving constituency.  But we never solved the problem of how to do what we wanted to do.  The groups that came closest to doing what we imagined I think were groups like women employed in Nine to Five, which found ways to really organize with feminist insight, that layer of clerical workers.  So we had a vision of a movement that never quite got there.  But the ideas we were working with were more alive in academia than anywhere else.  So I got to pursue those ideas anyway.  I think if I—

KT:  With more resources.

SE:  I think if I had stayed here I would have had to find other ways, other ways to focus my activism.  

KT:  Was the dissolution of NAM, was that in some ways a replay of the dissolution of SDS?

SE:  It was it think.  I think it partly was.  There were a whole group of people who have been in NAM who became Communist Worker’s Party members, and so there wasn’t as much.  I know IS tried to organize inside of NAM and be disruptive.  The Trotskyists tried to take over.  But yeah, in a way it was a replay as people found it intolerable to live with the kind of fluidity of not really knowing, having a set of values about justice and economics and democracy, but not knowing how to make it happen and were drawn into authoritarian, utopian visions instead.  The economy changed too.  We’re back to that, what I see as a break point I also see as there is a national part of this story, which is what had been an expanding economy began to contract.  What had been an economy with less decreasing inequality became an economy with increasing inequality.  The capacity for progressives to really make changes in the policy arena decreased dramatically because more and more middle and working class people felt that it was at their expense.  That could be, it could be framed that way to them.  They would believe it.  Whereas in the ‘60s I think a lot, there was a lot more willingness because the power was growing to let more people in and to just say, that’s right.  That’s fair.  They’ve been kept out.  The cynicism, war, Watergate, a lot of people who had been in the New Left and as New Leftists rather hostile to government found themselves back in the world of policy because that was the only way to make concrete changes.  They found themselves back there at a time when it became harder and harder and harder.  

KT:  I think that was a trend in black politics was to, the whole conventions movement.

SE:  Right.  Right.  I have for the women’s movement, I have a chapter in Tidal Wave in which I try to analyze that dynamic in the women’s movement.  In many ways it was so much a part of the New Left and another expression of the New Left, but it had to do with never being able to fully resolve the issue of race, struggles over lifestyle and Utopianism, efforts to find the true answer.  The more doctrinaire among feminists were those who were trying to find the fundamental contradictions, which is a very Marxist thing to look for.  But you’ve got a lot of dogmatism in the women’s movement and groups that dismissed each other as non-feminist because one group had found a fundamental contradiction here and somebody else was looking for it there.  Everybody was trying to find a way to perfectly live out a feminist life and making very different decisions, lifestyle decisions around that and declaring anybody else outside the pale.  So those dynamics are across the board.  Not to mention FBI infiltration, there is, we’ll never know for sure how much of this but we do know the Liberal Action Committee at Duke had its informants.  

KT:  Is that right?

SE:  Yeah, I remember one person in that group got his FBI file, and this is a long time ago.  We suddenly realized that very, very small meetings were being reported.  

KT:  I go back and forth on thinking about a decline of the New Left or dissolution in terms of frustration.  Is it frustration and despair or is it hope?  On one hand there was this tremendous hope coming out of the victories of the mid-sixties that really fueled a lot of the energy.

SE:  Well, there’s generational stuff too.  Some people finally decided they had to have a life.  They weren’t going to live forever on peanut butter and they might have kids.  A few people went back to the land and really did do that thing.  A lot of people decided to go back to school and have a career of some kind.  So their energies shifted.  All of these movements tended to be what Dick Flacks the sociologist calls totalizing.  He talks about the New Left as a totalizing movement, totalizing meaning it takes over your whole life.  In those years in Durham, Harry and I had all of our friends, we moved in a world where everybody breathed and ate and talked politics.  It was wonderful, and we had parties together, but it was all consuming and you can’t sustain that.  That’s where burnout starts to happen.  You can’t sustain that forever, and we didn’t develop a good model for just living a life and trying to be politically effective at the same time.  

KT:  It can’t be sustained in our current culture.

SE:  No, because there are no supports.  It tends to get prescriptive.  People start making demands on each other about what you have to do to be pure.  

KT:  Should we move to wrapping things up?

SE:  Yeah, we should.

KT:  Let me ask you a couple of broader questions.  Well, first of all is there anything that you think, is there something major about your experience that maybe we completely missed, thinking about groups that you may have been involved in.  Were you part of the People’s Alliance or—

SE:  I was not a major organizer of that.  I was aware of it.  But—

KT:  Is Larry Goodwin, does he factor into your life at all?

SE:  Oh yeah.  Oh yes.  Larry showed up, well, see now this whole other piece of this is my starting graduate school in ’69 doing women’s history, and Larry Goodwin shows up at Duke and so does Bill Chafe.  I did not have any, there were no courses on women’s history.  Peter Filene understood what I was doing at Chapel Hill, but nobody else really.  Don Matthews was interested in social movements.  I had support.  I didn’t, nobody discouraged me actively.  But when Bill Chafe showed up at Duke and he really got it, what I was trying to do with my dissertation.  Larry showed up and he really got it and I went and took his course in oral history, and that’s how I got trained to do oral history was taking the class with Larry.  Then my dissertation was based on a very large number of interviews among other things.  But Larry’s incredible enthusiasm for my work was important to me.  He referred me to a couple of people that I interviewed because he knew the Texas scene, which turned out to be very important in my story.  

KT:  He’s also a political player among this group of people.  [dog barking]

SE:  Yes.  Yes.  But he was becoming—

KT:  Kind of behind the scenes.

SE:  Behind the scenes and more and more so.  We left in ’76 and so that was going.  He was busy creating the oral history program at Duke, very much at that time.  He became much more politically active I think as time went on.

KT:  If you think about North Carolina in the time that you were, ’69 to ’76, what would be the major political struggles you think that brought the people’s energy from the left essentially?

SE:   Textile unions, Roanoke Rapids, the women’s movement writ large and in many guises, many, many guises.  A lot of institution building came out of that.  The counter culture, politicized counter culture bore a lot of fruit in (                  ) book stores and presses and restaurants and coffee houses and daycare centers and health clinics.  There’s a whole alternative infrastructure that grows up then.

KT:  A whole (              ) sort of culture there.

SE:  Yeah, right.  And that even that continues.  Some of that continues into and through the ‘80s, which is something to remember when you start telling this as a story of declension in the mid ‘70s even though there is that—

KT:  What’s to remember?  The concept—

SE:  The continuity.

KT:  The remnants.

SE:  Those institutions that are created and what they continue to do.  Anti-war stuff is just huge and keeps not stopping.  So that’s a drumbeat through this whole time period.  The community organizing efforts in Durham, partly because Harry wrote about them so much and theorized it a lot, I think had some broader impact.  I don’t know.  I don’t have a list in my head.  A lot of other things will probably pop up if I think about it.

KT:  I’m curious because ten people will have ten answers of what they see as the major struggles.

SE:  There was the cafeteria workers strike and there were the various strikes that happened in the area people were quite involved with, brown lung became a major issue that people are working on.  Anyway—my brain is not working very well anymore.

KT:  Are we pushing it to its limit?

SE:  Yeah, I’m winding down a little bit.

KT:  Any kind of final thoughts on anything we’ve talked about.

SE:  No, I’ll be thinking about it for the next.  I’m sure things will be popping in my head from now on.  This will do for now.

KT:  Well, thanks so much.  We’ll get you a transcript.

SE:  Thanks.

KT:  Might provoke other thoughts.

SE:  Okay.

KT:  At some point—

END OF INTERVIEW
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