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Marjorie Bell Chambers, June 21, 1985, Springfield, Illinois,

Cullom Davis, Interviewer.

Q: Dr. Chambers, I'd like to focus on your irwolvement with the National
Advisory Council on Women [National Advisory Committee For Women became
President's Committee For Women when Carter appointed Linda Robb chair.
5/79] ard begin, I think, with the begimning. That is how you came to be
associated with that organization.

A: Let me make one correction and that is National Advisory Committee
for Women.

Q: Excuse me.

A: Well, I've served on a council [President Ford appointed me to the
National Advisory Council on Women's Educational Programs] also but the
one I think you are referring to is the one that followed the Houston
Conference on Women in 1977.

The report from the Houston conference was given to President [Jimmy]
Carter in March of 1978. And that summer a committee was organized with
the idea of advising the Congress and the President on how to implement
the plan of action adopted in Houston.

I think I became involved because I'd been a delegate to Houston. I had
actually been appointed by President Carter as one of those to fill in
certain categories of people. They tried to have a balarce racially, a
balance by age, a balance in experience and so forth. And I was one of
the delegates-at-large. I was not elected by my state because I didn't
really apply for it. I'm a New Mexican of 35 years, but at that time I
was living in Derwer as president of the Colorado Women's College so that
I was out of the political realm of election. I was also the national
president of the American Association of University Women. And I think
it was primarily in that role that I became a delegate-at-large.

When the committee was being organized largely under the influence of
Bella Abzug and Midge Costanza who was the president's--one of the
president's--advisors, [Advisor For Public Liaison] they decided to have
the committee include six national women's organization presidents. And
it was under that category again that I believe I was chosen. The president
wanted some political balance. I was one of the three Republicans. Jill
Ruckelshaus, who had been the chairman of President [Gerald] Ford's
Commission on Women, was in this group. And then I believe the woman who
then headed the [National Federation of] Business and Professional Women
from Hawali whose name I-~Piilani [Desha] I think was the way it was
pronounced--was also a Republican. Oh, and Mary Crisp who was then the
national co-chair for the Republican Party.
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Q: Mary Crisp.

A: Crisp, yes. Mary Dent was her maiden name. So there were four
Republicans as I remember out of thirty members. And I suspect that my

own staff at AAUW did a lot of the 1obbyin%. The staff of all the different
wonen's groups were together. But I had played a crucial role in the
Houston conference preliminaries. And I think there was a certain amount
of gratitude towards me for the role I had played.

In the summer of 1977 there was word coming to us out of Texas that we
women better bring our hard hats because we were going to feel the rough
Texas justice, so to speak, down there. And as a consequence 1 brought
together in Washington representatives of all the women's organizations
plus those co-ed groups that were supportive, labor people, Democratic
and Republican parties' representatives, Common Cause, a number of groups
of that sort, in addition to women's groups. We asked that each organization
sernd two people, preferably their executive director or president if
available, and one other. And what we plamned at those meetings was to
develop a strategy for how to handle anything that might go wrong. And
we developed a whole group of people who wore an orange badge, which
meant 1f there's trouble go to that person and they tied into the Houston
police force that was there, and so forth. And actually we kept order in
our own corvention with these people as well as order outside. And in
the end there were no riots. There was a group of people confined to
some grass opposite the corwention center arxd the police cordoned them
off. They could shout at us in megaphones and so forth., [They shouted,
"Women repent. Return to your homes and families. You are defying God."
Etc.]

We also out of that developed what we called the Pro Plan Caucus and this
was that we would support the entire plan rather than fight for amendments
and differences on individual issues. The way to offset Mrs. [Phyllis]
Schlafly and her friends, who had a conference at the same time in the

same city to sort of detract from us, was to say that we would support

it. And that included the two controversial issues that a lot of people
did not want to support. One the lesbian issue, and the other the abortion
issue. Abortion being a religious situation for many people. And I

guess I could say the lesbian issue was a religious issue too to some of
the delegates.

Q: Excuse me for interrupting. You mentioned this, was it caucus?
A: We called it the Pro Plan Caucus.

Q: And that was basically to, vote it [the plan of action] up or down as
a unit rather than to pick it apart in pieces?

A: That's right.
Q: Okay. (tape stopped)
A: What I'm talking about is the group of people, two from each organization,

that came to AAUW headquarters in Washington. And out of this grew a
security force, you might say, to help us against what we saw as perhaps
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physical attack. Secondly, was a political plan also for the Pro Plan
Caucus. In other words, we would support the agenda of the Houston plan
because by July and August there was trouble at the state corwentions
that had not been [present at those] held prior to Jue. Through about
mid-June everybody was pro-woman's movement planks. But then the opposition
began to catch on and develop. And so through the summer the conferences
that were held later had great fights over abortion, the right to choose
your own life style, and such. And so we decided that the only way to
save the Houston conference was to be strongly pro. And that grew out of
my initial calling together. [Representatives of the national women's
organizations and those supportive co-ed groups]

There was a lot of worry by some of the organizations that I would try to
run the show and I immediately turned it over to my vice-president, who

most of them were not aware of. And I only showed up at two meetings and
sat in the back of the room later on to see that everything was going
smoothly. So I took myself out of it and that immediately saved the
situation. And I think that it was because of that role they did not see

me as a personal threat. I wasn't out for an ego trip. I was out for

the cause, and as a consequence I was appointed to the president's committee.

Q: The security issue is interesting and if I can explore it a moment.
Did you establish actual formal contact with the Houston law enforcement
authorities?

A: Ch, yes. Yes. They were outside the corvention hall. I think there
were probably two or three, maybe even plain clothes people within, from
the doors of the outside to the doors of the conference hall.

Q: I mean did your group, your smaller group, let them know that you
were doing your best with this insignia to maintain order and . . .

A: Yes. Everything in the--I may be wrong about the color. You had a
green badge for one thing, maybe the orange was the lesbian caucus for
all I know at this point, but we all wore different pieces of ribbons on
our arms which signified different things. And so the police could
easily pick out those who were part of our own security force. And in
the auditorium, which was a flat floor auditorium with folding chairs, we
were seated in large squares. I don't know whether there were fifty
chairs or a hundred chairs in each square, but there was one person in
charge of each one of those sections as well as we even had some people

on the edge of the row who sent messages down. Although they didn't have
the badge on the arm,

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

A: At the Houston conference I was one who spoke on the education plank.
Largely because I had been a Ford appointee to the National Advisory
Council on Women's Educational Programs. And we were concerned about
Title IX, its implementation, and I was basically trying to point out
that education required things concerned with the Women's Educational
Equity Act, a program of funding to devise programs that can be replicated
throughout public schools or universities and such. And we were saying
that we needed new textbooks that included women's history. That we
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needed a new approach in the public schools at a very early age. That
U.S. history wasn't just a story of battles and presidents. That it was
also the women crossing the plains, etc. And so, it was a plea that we
not look simply at education as being open and available to women but
that we also look at a need to change the curriculum, to change the
textbooks and that sort of thing.

Q: Okay. And then it was the following spring at the instigation of
Congresswoman Abzug that the committee was founded. Is that correct?

A: It basically started in the summer. The report of the conference was
handed to the president in March of 1978 and the recommendations which
included the plan of action. And it was during the summer month of June
that I think Midge Costanza put together the advisory committee.

Q: This was in 19787

A: Yes. And we held our first meeting . . . maybe September, could have
been the end of August. I must admit I'd have to look at a calendar.

Q: Do any highlights or low points emerge in your memory from that first
meeting?

A: No, not really., I don't think everybody was there who had been
appointed. It was sort of loosely gathered. 1'll have to admit the

irst meeting that hits me is November. [Miz Constanza gave us each a
yellow rose from President Carter.]

Q: Was the meeting monthly?

A: No, I think we met every other month. So I guess our first meeting
must have been September. By November we were very upset that the president
was not giving us enough time to meet with him. We were scheduled to
meet the Monday, or maybe it was even Wednesday of Thanksgiving. It was
Monday originally and it was switched to Wednesday before Thanksgiving.
And we were to have twenty minutes with the president. And there are
twenty-six planks in the plan of action. And this created a great furor.
And in the end we declined to go to the White House. I'm not sure that
was tactically correct, but that was the decision made. To embarrass the
president, I'm afraid, because we simply said it wasn't enough time. And
when I say "we'" I'm using the collective majority decision that was made,
And yet there we had all had this trouble of getting into Washington,
switching from Monday to Wednesday. Changing flight plans on the day
before Thanksgiving was not easy. But we still met as a group. We
simply did not go to the White House.

Q: Did you agree with that collective . . .

A: No, I didn't. I'm the Republican. I ended up having to defend Mr.
Carter against his own Democrats. I suspect--I call myself--it's interesting
I discovered later that John F. Kennedy was called that by his wife,
Jacqueline--either an idealistic realist or a realistic idealist. And

1'd like to say that I recognize political possibility. I also think no
matter who the president is, even if I thoroughly dislike him, I respect
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the office and would have made the best of those twenty minutes in some
way .

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

A: It seemed to be the strongest of the liberal Democrats. You know the
woman who's--Addie Wyatt, from the meatcutter's union [United Food and
Commercial Workers]. And there was a woman from the commmications
union. Certainly Bella was insulted by this. Ellie Smeal. And I think
Millie [Jeffrey], what's her last name, who was head of a political
caucus at that time and who was an ex-union woman. I can't think of
Millie's last name. Sorry.

Q: That's all right.

A: T tend to see them as the rin%ers, but I won't say that most of the
people were not really in favor of that. And I was concerned about that.

I think by November Midge Costanza was out of the White House and replaced
by Sarah Weddington. And part of the trouble was the relationship between
Bella and Sarah. Midge Costanza had been on the city council of Rochester,
New York. She knew Bella very well as a congresswoman. They were close
friends and Midge was a great admirer of Bella's. Sarah Weddington came
from Texas, The Carter Administration was known to have a Georgia and a
Texas mafia. I'm not sure why the linkages between those two states.

But Sarah was far more quiet, less in awe of Bella.

Q: And so they tangled?

A: Well, I won't say they tangled. They simply did not agree with each
other. And Sarah had said that the fifteen or twenty mimutes, whichever
it was, was all that she could get. And the meeting had to be postponed
from Monday to Wednesday for some reason, which I now do not know. But I
think if you know the things a president deals with--I can understand
myself, you lnow, that we could easily have been shifted from one day to
another because something else was more urgent on the world scene. I
don't know whether that's true. That was never really explained, at
least in my presence. So that things had deteriorated by the time of the
January meeting, following which Bella was dismissed. At the January
meeting, Bella was out I think in Texas, raising bonds for Israel.

Giving a speech. So that she was not at our meeting as we began the
meeting. The co-chair who was Carmen Votaw--and that's V-0-T-A-W.

Carmen was the leader of the Puerto Rican women at that time, and had
served on the Pan American Commission for Women, or the OAS Commission,
etc, So Carmen was in charge of the meeting.

One of the points in January was we were analyzing the president's budget,
which I don't think people realize how conservative Mr. Carter was.
(laughs) In light of the present everybody thinks of him as being very
liberal, but it was quite a conservative budget. Amd a good many cuts

htﬁj[fpen:ing to women's programs. And so the women were up in arms about
8.

And Bella--a staff member [Mim Kelber] from her congressional days, she
was no longer in Congress, who had also I think basically written the
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report out of Houston, the big report to form--what was it called? 'The
Spirit of Houston'' is the name of the formal report. Anyway she had
issued a press release for Bella, which had been taken down to the Department
of Labor copying room [Office in Department of Labor, not the copying
room.] which is where the committee had its office. The federal official
in charge of this was the director of the Women's Bureau, Alexis Herman.
And, technically, we could not use any government facilities without
Alexis's approval. Now whether this staff member of Bella's did this not
knowing it, because Bella was not in town, [I don't know.] Bella has
often said that she was accused of doing things that she hadn't done,
that she hadn't been there. And that's true. She was not at the meeting
until we went to the White House. She flew in from Texas that morning.

But the minute the press release, which was antipresident's budget, was

given to the copy office they shipped it off to Alexis. Alexis read it,
rushed to the White House and turned it over to Ham Jordan. And I think
it was really that press release that set in motion Bella's dismissal.

We did not know it for sure, but I to this day think that the press knew
what was going to happen. Because as we entered the White House that
afternoon Sam Donaldson of ABC was standing out there and he said, 'Well,
gals. You're going to have a great party today." And we just laughed
and joked and said, "Sure." But I think he must have known what was
going to happen.

We went into the meeting. It was plamned that six or seven of us would
say a short camment about certain aspects of the budget as it pertained,
and again I was given the education issue. I was the only one of the
group who smiled at the president and said to him, "Thank you, Mr. President,
for all that you have done on behalf of the education of women." I told
him I still served on this council that Mr. Ford had put me on. That I
was very much concerned about the funds for the WEEA Act as we called it,
the Women's Educational Equity Act. The cut in it. And tried to explain
why that particular piece of legislation was so important to women from
the standpoint of the future of its--it's a minimal program, but it did
support programs that could be replicated and could, in the long run,
have some vital change. And then at the end I said, "Thank you, Mr.
President, for listening to my concern. I recognize that you have to
juggle many things to put together your budget." And I got a dirty look
from some of the people around there. But it was interesting to me at
that meeting. The president usually sits in the middle of the oval table
with his back to the window.

Q: This is in the cabinet room?

A: In the cabinet room. Around the long oval table of the cabinet.

This day he was not sitting at the end of the table when we walked in.

We came in and sat down. Then he came in and sat at the end of the
table., We noticed as we came in his presidential notebook was there [at
the end of the table.] And we wondered why was he to sit there. And we
were told by staff that no one was to sit at that place. And I decided
later it was so he could make a fast retreat, because there's a door
right behind that goes into the Roosevelt Room and that's the way he left
when he finally left,




Marjorie Bell Chambers 7

Actually the way things went it seemed to me the meeting ended up with us
feeling that we had rapport again with him., You know he said nice words.
Howewver Bella had gone with her pointing finger at him as she had talked.
But she has a way of being very forceful and msking a point and then
softening., She sits back and sort of sums up in a softening way. And I
felt the president did the same thing, that he sort of softened in the
end. So we went outside and were met by a barrage of the press, which
again tells me they must have known what was going to happen. And they
asked Bella how it went. 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 seemed receptive. Which was true. And it was
then ten after four. It was begimning 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 left with Bella still talking to the television cameras and the
press reporters.

I made my plane, about the next to last person to get on. And I got as
far as Dallas that night. And the plane to take me to Albuquerque was
coming from Houston and it evidently never left Houston. And every hour
on the hour they moved us to another gate. Well, after you've done this
four or five times you become very friendly with these travelers you've
never seen before. I found even two from my own town. And all of a
sudden this one man starts laughing, "Ha, ha, ha. Bella got it." I
said, "Excuse me." He had just bought an early morning paper. And I
said, "What are you talking about?" He said, "The president fired Bella."
I said, "You're crazy. I was just with her." He said, "What?" So I
explained to him. He said, "Here it is." And that's all it said. You
know one little short paragraph slipped into this midnight edition of the
paper. I thought, 'My God, what's happened?"

Well, we stayed overnight [in Dallas,] They finally put us up in motels.
Said the plane wasn't coming, went home the next morning. One of the men
I then met on the plane from my town--he drove me home because my family
had gone off for the weekend. I got home and here's this long list of
names to phone, including Bella and Gloria Steinem. But also Sarah
Weddington of the president's office. And I decided, "Well, he's firing
all of us," you know. So I called the president's office and Sarah
Weddington, I said, "Sarah, I learned last night in Dallas the president
fired Bella. What on earth happened?" So she told me. And I said,
"Well, is he asking for all of our resignations?" She said, "Oh, no,

Mar jorie. He wants you all to stay on."” I said, '"Oh." She said, 'You
will won't you?" I said, 'Why, sure." Why not, you know.

I did not lknow that Gloria Steinem had come down to Washington. She was
not on the committee. Came down from New York. She and Bella had a
great big meeting at the Department of Labor, which again they didn't
have any right to do, holding a private meeting in a public building.
And rallied everybody and told them they all had to resign. Well what
happened was those of us who went west, the Texas mafia and me, didn't
know what was going on in Washington. And so the committee ended up
with, by that time I think Bella had gotten it to be forty. Twenty
remained, twenty left, roughly, was what it was.






















