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Wmm. Following that she ws appointed by President Jbmy Carter to  the 
National Advisory b m i t t e e  for M n .  In that responsibility she exercised 
stabilizing leadership during several potentially divisive controversies. 
In this brief mmir she recounts the early history of the C d t t e e ,  
describes the key personalities involved, and assesses President: Carter's 
record an m ' s  issues. 

Readers of the oral history m i r  should bear in rnind that it is a 
transcript of the spoken wrd ,  a d  that the i n t e r v i e ~ r ,  narrator and 
editor sought t o  preserve the informal, conversational style that is 
inherent in such historical saurces. Sangamn State University is not 
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Marjorie Bell Chambers, June 21, 1985, Spr-ield, I l l inois.  

Cullan Davis, Interviewx . 

Q: Dr. Chambers, I 'd l ike to  focus on your involvenent w i t h  the National 
Advisory Council on W m  [National Advisory Camittee For Whm becam 
President ' s Cmrdttee For W a n e n  *en Carter appointed Lids Robb chair. 
5/79] and begin, I think, with the beginning. That i s  haw you canru; to  be 
associated w i t h  that organization. 

A: kt me a h  one correction and that is National Advisory Camnittee 
for womm. 

Q: h u s e  me. 

A: W e l l ,  I 've served on a council [President Ford appoint4 E to  the 
National Advisory mi1 on b n ' s  Educational Programs] also but the 
one I think you are referring to is the one that followed the Hauston 
Conference on Wren i n  1977. 

The report fran the Houston conference ws given to  President [Jirrrmy] 
Carter in  March of 1978. Ard that sumner a c d t t e e  was o r g a n i d  with 
the idea of advising the Congress and the President on how to i m p l e n t  
the plan of action adopted i n  Houston. 

I think I bet- involved because I 'd  been a delegate t o  Houston. I had 
actually been appointed by President Carter as one of those to  f i l l  in 
certain categories of people. 'Ihey tried to have a balarce racial ly,  a 
balance by age, a balance in experience ard so forth. And I w s  one of 
the delegates-at-large. I was not elected by my s ta te  because I didn' t  
real ly apply for it. I 'm a New Mexican of 35 years, but at that tim I 
was living in Denver as president of the Colorado Women's College so that 
I ms out of the poli t ical  realm of election. I was also the national 
president of the American Association of Unkversity Wanen. And I think 
it m s  p r b i l y  i n  that role that I becam a delegate-at-large. 

When the c d t t e e  ms being organized largely under the influence of 
Bella Abzug and Midge Costanza who ms the president's--one of the 
president ' s- -advisors, [Advisor For Public Liaison] they decided to have 
the camnittee include six national warm's organization presidents. And 
it was under that category again that I believe I vas chosen. The president 
wanted s- pal i t ica l  balance. I m s  one of the three Republicans. J i l l  
Ehckelshaus, who had been the chairman of President [Gerald] Ford ' s  
Cmdssion on W m ,  was in this group. And then I believe t b  wmn who 
then headed the [National Federation of] l3usiness and Professional W m m  
£ram Hawai i  whose n a  I--Piilani [Desha] I think was the way it was 
pronounced--was also a Replblican. Oh, and Mary Crisp dm was then the 
national co-chair for the Republican Party. 
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Q: Mawy Crisp. 

A: Crisp, yes. Mary Dent ms her maiden name. So there =re four 
Republicans a s  I r d r  out of thi r ty  h e r s .  And I suspect that my 
own staff a t  AAUW did a l o t  of the lobby . The staff of all the different 
wmn ' s  groups viere together. h t  I had f p ayed a crucial role in  the 
Howton conference preliminaries. And I think there ms a certain amount 
of gratitude towards me for the role I had played. 

In the smmr of 1977 there w s  wrd caning to  us aut of Texas that E 
mmn better bring our hard hats because e were going to  feel the rough 
Texas justice, so to speak, down there. And as a consequence I br-t 
together in Washington representatives of all the m n ' s  organizations 
plus those co-ed groups that e r e  supportive, labor people, Darwxratic 
and Republican parties'  representatives, Carmen Cause, a rwmber of groups 
of that sort ,  in addition to wren's groups. W e  asked that each organization 
send mm people, preferably their executive director or president i f  
available, and one other. And tdmt w planned a t  those meetings was to 
develop a strategy for how to  h d l e  anything that might go wrong. And 
w developed a whole group of people dm w r e  an orange badge, which 
mar& i f  there's trouble go t o  that person and they tied into the Hauston 
police force that w s  there, and so forth. A d  actually w e  kept order in 
our om convention with these people as we11 as order outside. And in 
the end there were no riots .  There =S a group of people confined to 
sore grass opposite the convention center ard the police cordoned than 
off . They could shout a t  us in megaphones and so forth. [They shouted , 
' W a r m  repent. Return to your hornes and families. You are defying God." 
Etc.1 

We also out of that developed &at w called the Pro Plan Caucus and this  
was that w muld support the entire plan rather than fight for amendmts 
and differences on individual issues. The my  to  offset Mrs. [Phyllis] 
ScNafly and her friends, who had a conference a t  the samrz time in  the 
same c i ty  to  sort  of detract frm us, was to  say that m muld w o r t  
it. And that included the tw controversial issues that a l o t  of people 
did not w n t  to  support. k e  the lesbian issue, and the other the abortion 
issue. Abortion being a religious situation for m y  people. And I 
guess I could say the lesbian issue ws a religious issue too to  sane of 
the delegates. 

Q: Excuse me for interrupting. You mntioned this ,  was it caucus? 

A: We called it the Pro Plan Caucus. 

Q: A d  that  w s  basically to, vote it [the plan of action] up or d m  as 
a unit  rather than to pick it apart in pieces? 

A: 'Ihat's right. 

Q: Okay. (tape stopped) 

A: &at I'm talking about is the group of people, tm frm each organization, 
that came t o  AAUW headquarters in  kshington. M out of this grew a 
security force, you might say, to  help us against what w saw as perhaps 
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physical attack. Secondly, t ~ a s  a political plan also for the Pro Plan 
Caucus. In other words, e muld support the agenda of the Hauston plan 
because by July and August there ms trouble a t  the state comentions 
that had not been [present a t  those] held prior to June. Throu& about 
mid-June everybody ms p r o - m ' s  mwement planks. Wlt  then the opposition 
began to catch on and develop. And so through the sumrrer the conferences 
that =re held later had great fights over abortion, the right to  choose 
your ow l i f e  style, and such. And so w decided that the only way to 
save the Houston conference was t o  be strongly pro. And that grew out of 
my initial calling together. [Representatives of the national m n ' s  
organizations and those supportive co-ed groups] 

%re w s  a lot  of wrry  by sow of the organizations that I m l d  try to 
run the show and I inanediately t u r n 4  it aver to my vice-president, who 
mst of them wre not aware of. And I only s h d  up a t  tm metings and 
sat in the back of the roan later on to see that everything m s  going 
smothly. So I tookmyself out of it and that h d i a t e l y  swed the 
situation. And I think that it was because of that role they did not see 
me as a personal threat. I msn' t  out for an ego trip.  I was out for 
the cause, and as a consequence I was appointed to the president's c d t t e e .  

Q: The security issue is interesting and i f  I can explore it a mrrmt. 
Did you establish actual formal contact with the Hauston law enforcement 
authorities? 

A: Oh, yes. Yes. They -re outside the convention hall. I think there 
E r e  probably tm or three, maybe wen plain clothes people within, from 
the doors of the outside to  the doors of the conference hall.  

Q: I man did your graup, your d l e r  group, l e t  than know that you 
w r e  doing your best w i t h  this insignia to maintain order and . . . 
A: Yes. Everything in &--I may be wrong about the color. You had a 
green badge for one thing, maybe the mange was the lesbian caucus fox 
all I how at this point, but VE all m e  different pieces of ribbons on 
our anns which signified different things. And so the police could 
easily pick out those K&D wre part of au: rn security force. Ad i n  
the auditorium, h i c h  was a f l a t  floor auditorium w i t h  folding chairs, VE 

E r e  seated in  large squares. I don't know whether there were f i f ty  
chairs ow a hundred chairs in  each square, but there vas one person in 
charge of each one of those sections as wll as w wen had sane people 
on the edge of the raw ~ I O  sent messages down. Although they didn't have 
the badge on the arm. 

Q: tihat role personally did you play then at the Houston conference? 

A: A t  the Houston conference I m s  one who spoke on the education plank. 
Largely because I had been a Ford appointee to the National Advisory 
council on Watllen's Educational Programs. And te viere concerned about 
Title I X ,  its implementation, and I was basically trying to  point out 
that education required things concerned with the Warnen's Fducational 
Equity k t ,  a program of Eunding to devise programs that can be replicated 
throughout public schools or universities a d  such. And i-~ were saying 
that w needed new textbooks that included vanen's history. That we 
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needed a new approach in the public schools a t  a very early age. That 
U.S. history msn ' t  just a story of battles and presidents. That it was 
also the crossing the plains, etc.  And so, it was a plea that R 
not look simply a t  education as being open and available to  wm.n but 
that w also look a t  a need to  change the curriculum, to change the 
textbooks and that sort of thing. 

Q: Okay. And then it was the following spring a t  the instigation of 
Congressvmm Abzug that the c d t t e e  m s  founded. Is that correct? 

A: It basically startd in the slmtner. 'Ihe report of the conferme was 
handed to  the president in March of 1978 and the recamrrendations which 
included the plan of action. And it was during the m r  mnth of June 
that  I think Midge Costanza p t  together the advisory c d t t e e .  

Q: This ms in 1978? 

A: Yes. And E held our first meting . . . maybe September, could have 
been the end of mt. I must admit I 'd have to  look a t  a calendar. 

Q: Do any highlights or low points emerge in your memory fran that first 
meting? 

A: No, not really. I don't think everybody m s  there who had been 
a pointed. It w s  sort of loosely gathered. I'll have to  admit the 8rst meting that hits me i s  November. [Miz Constanza gave us each a 
yellow rose f rom President Carter. 1 

Q: Was the meting mnthly? 

A: No, I think we met every other mnth. So I guess our f i r s t  meeting 
must have been September. By banbe r  e were very upset that the president 
was not giving us enough time to meet with him. W =re scheduled to 
meet the bxlay ,  or maybe it vas even Wnesday of Thanksgiving. It was 
Morday originally and it m s  switched to Wednesday before Thanksgiving. 
And ie =re to  have m t y  minutes w i t h  the president. And there are 
twenty-six planks in  the plan of action. And this created a great Euror. 
And in the erd w declined t o  go to  the' %ite House. I 'm not sure that 
was tactically correct, but that ms the decision made. To embarrass the 
president, I 'm afraid, because we simply said it tasn ' t  emu& tine. And 
when I say 'kt' I'm us- the collective majority decision that wis made. 
And yet there w had a l l  had this trouble of getting into Washington, 
switching £ ran  Monday to Wnesday. Changing f l ight  plans on the day 
before Thanksgiving was not easy. But v.e still met as a group. W 
simply did not go to  the White House. 

Q: Did you agree w i t h  that collective . . . 
A: No, I didn't. I ' m  the Replblican. I ended up having to  defend Mr. 
Carter against his om Dewcrats. I suspect-I ca l l  myself--it's interesting 
I discarered later  that John F. Kennedy was called that by his wife, 
Jacqueline--either an idealistic rea l i s t  or a real is t ic  idealist.  And 
I 'd like to  say that I recognize political possibility. I also think no 
mtter who the president i s ,  wen i f  I thoroughly dislike him, I respect 
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the office and m l d  have made the best of those twnty dnu te s  in some 
M Y  

Q: Who spearheaded that decision to  refuse to  meet for so short of time? 

A: It s e d  to  be the strongest of the liberal -rats. You how the 
vanan dm' s--Pddie Wyatt, fmn the matcutter 's  union [United Food and 
Ccrrnnercial Workrs] . Aml there ws a wmm frm the cammications 
union. Certainly Bella was insulted by this. Ellie Smal . And I think 
Millie [Jeffrey], what's hex las t  nam, who was head of a poli t ical  
caucus a t  that t h  and dm ws an ex-union wman. I can't think of 
Millie's l as t  nam. Sorry. 

Q: ?hat's all right. 

A: I ten3 to  see than as the r ers,  but I w n ' t  say that mst of the 
people kere not really in f a v o r 3  that. And I uas concerned about that.  
I think by November Midge Costanza ms out of the White Hause and replaced 
by Sarah Weddington. Ard part  of the trouble uas the relationship bemen 
Bella and Sarah. Midge Costanza had been on the c i ty  council of Rochester, 
New York. She hew Bella very ~ l l  as a congressmmn. They =re close 
hiends and Midge ms a great &rer of Bella's . Sarah Weddingto111 catne 
from Texas. The Carter Administration ms knom to  have a Georgia and a 
Texas mafia. I ' m  not sure why the linkages bemen those t m  states. 
But Sarah ws Tar more quiet, less in  a= of Bella. 

Q: And so they tangled? 

A: Well, I m n ' t  say they tangled. They simply did not agree with each 
other. And Sarah had said that the fifteen or twenty minutes, whichever 
it was, m s  a l l  that she could get. And the meting had to  be postponed 
from W a y  to Wednesday for sme reason, W h  I now do not know. ht I 
think if you know the things a president deals with--1 can understad 
myself, ycxl know, that vie could easily have been shifted frm one day to  
another because s m e t h h g  else ms mre urgent on the mr ld  scene. I 
don ' t haw whether that ' s true. That was never really explained, a t  
least in my presence. So that things had deteriorated by the time of the 
January meeting, following which Bella ws dismissed. A t  the January 
meting, Bella vas out I think in Texas, raising bonds for Israel.  
Giving a speech. So that she was not a t  our meting as x+e began the 
meeting. The co-chair who ms Caraen Votaw-and that's V-0-T-A-W. 
Camren ms the leader of the Puerto Rican tianen at that tim, a d  had 
served on the Pan h r i c a n  hmiss ion  for bbmn, or the OAS Caarnaission, 
etc . So Carrrvm w s  in charge of the meting. 

One of the points in Jarmary ms w e r e  analyzing the president's budget, 
ddch I don't think people realize how conservative Mr. Carter was. 
(laughs) In l ight  of the present everybody thinks of him as being very 
liberal,  but it was quite a conservative budget. And a good many cuts 
happening to tanen's program. And so the mnen e r e  up in arms about 
t h i s .  

And Bella--a staff member [Mim Kelber] frm her congressional days, she 
was no longer in  Congress, dm had also I think basically written the 
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report out of Houston, the big report to  £om--what m s  it called? 'The 
Spiri t  of b t o n "  is the nam of the formal report. Anyway she had 
issued a press release for Bella, a i c h  had been taken down to the Department 
of Labar copying roan [Office i n  Department of Labor, not the copying 
roan. 1 &ich is &ere the c d t t e e  had its off ice. The federal official  
in charge of this was the director: of the Mxen's Bureau, Alexis Herman. 
And, technically, w could not use any gwemment fac i l i t i es  without 
Alexis's approval. Now whether this staff  member of Bella's did this not 
knowing it, because Bella m s  not in t om,  [I don't how.] Bella has 
often said that she vas accused of doing things that she hadn't done, 
that she hadn't been there. And that ' s true. She ms not at the meting 
until VE mt to the E t e  Hause. She flew in fran Texas that mrning. 

b t  the minute the press release, &ich was antipresident's budget, m s  
given to  the copy office they shipped it off t o  Alexis. Alexis read it, 
rushed to  the White House and turned it w e r  to  Ham Jordan. And I think 
it ws really that press release that se t  in motion Bella's dismissal. 

We did not how it for sure, but I t o  this day think that the press hew 
what was going t o  happen. Because as x e  entered the W t e  House that 
afternoon Sam Donaldson of ABC was standing out there and he said, "Well, 
gals. You're going t o  have a great party today. " And VE just laughed 
and joked and said, "Sure." kt I think he r r ~ l s t  have known &at m s  
going to happen. 

We w n t  into the net*. It w s  planned that s ix  or seven of us w l d  
say a short c-t about certain aspects of the budget as it pertained, 
and again I was given the education issue. I ms the only one of the 
group who smiled at the president and said to  him, '22-Lank you, Mr. President, 
for all  that you have done on behalf of the education of winen." I told 
him I still served on this council that Mr. Ford had put me on. That I 
was very mch concerned about the funds for the WEEA A c t  as E called it, 
the Warrw's Educational Equity kt. The cut in  it. And trid to  explain 
why that particular piece of legislation was so important to wmen frm 
the standpoint of the £ u ~ e  of its--it's a minimdl progrm, but it did 
support programs that could be replicated and could, in the long run, 
have some v i t a l  change. Ard then a t  the end I said, 'T'hank you, Mr. 
President, for listening to my concern. I recognize that you have to  
juggle many things to  put together yous budget." And I got a d i r ty  look 
frm saw of the people a r d  there. But it was interesting t o  m at  
that meting. The president usually sits in the d d d l e  of the uval table 
with his back to  the window. 

Q: T h i s  is in the cabinet roam? 

A: In the cabinet roan. Arourd the long wal table of the cabinet. 
This day he w s  not s i t t ing  at  the erd of the table when e walked in. 
We came in and sa t  down. Then he cane in and sat  a t  the end of the 
table. We noticed as w cam in his presidential notebook w s  there [a t  
the end of the table. I And w mndered &y was he to  sit &re. And t . ~  
w r e  told by staff  that no one was t o  s i t  at that place. And I decided 
la ter  it ws so he could malce a fas t  retreat ,  because there's a door 
right behind that goes into the Roosevelt ban a d  that ' s  the way he l e f t  
ken he finally left. 
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Actually the wy things w n t  it s e d  to me the meeting ended up with us 
feeling that we had rapport again w i t h  him. You how he said nice wrds . 
Homer Bella had gone with her pointing finger at h i m  as she had talked. 
k t  she has a way of being very forceful a d  making a point ad then 
softening. She sits back and sort of sums up in a softening way. And I 
f e l t  the president did the same thing, that he sort of softened in the 
end. So w wnt cuts ide and E r e  mt by a barrage of the press, h i c h  
again t e l l s  E they must have bm what m s  going to  happen. And they 
asked Bella how it wnt .  She was very positive. She gave an excellent 
impression that the president had listened to  each of us  that made our 
presentations, and that  he s e d  receptive. mich was true. And it was 
then ten after four. It was beginning to sleet and I had a five o'clock 
airplane and had to go back to the Capitol Hilton to get my suitcase. So 
I finally le f t  w i t h  Bella s t i l l  talking to  the television cameras a d  the 
press reporters. 

I made my plane, about the next to las t  person to  get on. And I got as 
far as Dallas that night. A d  the plane to  take me t o  Albuquerque was 
cmhg  frm Houston and it evidently never l e f t  Houston. And every hour 
on t.Sle hour they mnred us to another gate. W11, after you've done this 
f m r  or five times you became very friendly w i t h  these travelers you've 
never seen before. I found even tm frm my om tom. And a l l  of a 
sudden this one mm starts laughing, "Ha, ha, ha. Bella got it." I 
said, "Excuse me." He had just hat an early mrning paper. And I 
said, '!What are you talking about?" He said, 'The president fired k l l a .  " 
I said, 'You're crazy. I w s  just with her." He said, 'What?" So I 
explained to  him. He said, '!Here it i s  ." And that 's  all it said. You 
h o w  one l i t t l e  short paragraph slipped into this midnight edition of the 
paper. I thought, 'My God, h t ' s  happened?" 

Well, w stayed overnigf-rt [in Dallas.] They finally put us up in  mte ls .  
Said the planewsn' t  caning, w n t  h m e  the nextmming. O x  of the mn 
I then met on the plane £ran my tom--he drove m home because my family 
had gone off for the we-. I got hme a d  here's this lom list of 
names to  phone, hcluding Bella a d  Gloria Steinem. Rut also-~arah 
Weddington of .the president's office. And I decided, 'Well, he's firing 
a l l  of us,'' you know. So I called the president's office and Sarah 
Weddington. I said, "Sarah, 1 learned last  night in Dallas the president 
fired Bella. Wat on earth happened?" So she told m. And I said, 
'Vell , is he as?.hg for all of our r e s i p t i ~ n s ? ' ~  She said, "Oh, no, 
Marjorie. He writs you a l l  to stay on. I said, "Oh." She said, 'You 
w i l l  m n ' t  you?" I said, 'Why, sure." Why not, you know. 

I did not know that Gloria Steinem had carrre dotin to Wshington. She was 
not on the c d t t e e  . Came d m  frm New Yowk. She and Bella had a 
great big meting at the Departolent of Labor, which again they didn't 
have any right to  do, holding a private meting in a public building. 
And rallied everybody and told them they a l l  had to  resign. We11 a t  
happened w s  those of us who mt wst, the Texas m f i a  and m, didn't 
how what was going on in  kshington. And so the c d t t e e  erded up 
w i t h ,  by that t b  I think Bella had gotten it to be forty. m t y  
remained, m t y  l e f t ,  roughly, was h t  it was. 














