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Preface

This oral history of Esther Saperstein’s service in the Illinois General Assembly is a product
of the Illinois Legislative Research Unit’s General Assembly Oral History Program. The
oral history technique adds a distinctive dimension to the research unit’s statutory responsi-
bility for performing research and collecting information concerning the government of the
state.

Esther Saperstein was born in Chicago, Illinois, on October 22, 1901. She was educated in
the Chieago public school system, then attended the University of Chicago for two
years. While her youngest child was in high school, she returned to school at Northwestern
University.

In the early 1930’s, Mrs. Saperstein became active in the Parent-Teachers Association (PTA),
becoming president of the Chicago region. Her interest in improving the educational:pos-
sibilities for children led to involvement in a number of other civic organizations, including
the Juvenile Protection Association, the City of Hope and the Chicago Area Project.

Mrs. Saperstein’s interest in politics began to develop in the late 1930°s when she became
a member of the League of Women Voters. By the 1950’s, she had become chair of the Inde-
pendent Voters of Illinois in Chicago’s Forty-ninth Ward and actively supported Richard J.
Daley in his successful 1954 campaign for mayor of Chicago. She was later appointed by

. Mayor Daley to the Welfare Council of Metropolitan Chicago and the Human Relations Coun-
cil.

In 1956, Mrs. Saperstein was elected to the Illinois house of representatives where she served
for ten years. In 1966, she was elected to the Illinois state senate where she served until
1974. Her major achievements in the General Assembly were in the fields of education,
public aid, health, welfare and safety, and women’s rights. Her memoir focuses on such
subjects but also touches on many other fields.

Mrs. Saperstein left the legislature in 1974 to run successfully for Forty-ninth Ward alder-
man and a seat on the Chicago City Council. Subsequently, she served on the Chicago Board
of Health.

Readers of this oral history should bear in mind that it is a transcript of the spoken
word. Its informal, conversational style represents a deliberate attempt to encourage candor
and to tap the narrator’s memory. However, persons interested in listening to the tapes
should understand that editorial considerations produced a text that differs somewhat from
the original recordings. Both the recordings and this transeript should be regarded as a
primary historical source, as no effort was made to correct or challenge the




narrator. Neither the Illinois Legislative Research Unit nor Sangamon State University is

responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed therein; these
are for the reader to judge.

The tape recorded interviews were conducted by Horace Waggoner in the spring of i
1982. Mr. Waggoner was born in 1924 near Waggoner, a small farm-service community in
central Illinois. At age 18 he enlisted for military service in World War II and, as a U. "
8. Air Force commissioned officer, continued to serve until 1973. Upon leaving service, he )
resumed his formal education, achieving a masters degree at Sangamon State University in ‘

1975. His association with the Sangamon State University Oral History Office dates from ¥
19'76.

Pat Grider transcribed the tapes. After the transcriptions were edited by Mr. Waggoner
and reviewed by Mrs. Saperstein, Julie Allen prepared the typescript. Florence Hardin com- !
piled the index entries. Bernadette Emery and James Skufca developed the programming :
for the computerized sorting and typesetting used in finalizing the index. The Chicago Tri- ' |
bune provided valuable assistance in the research effort. |

. . . . |
This oral history may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be reproduced in whole

or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical, without written permission from the Illi-
nois Legislative Research Unit, 222 8. College St., Springfield, Illinois, 64704.

o e o e e T et e M B

e ———

vi



Table of Contents

Note on page location:
Volume I: pages 1-138
Volume II: pages 139-286

PrEface coeeeeeeevvsvssietssssessssesesemsesemensisssssansssssesoens o tteeeetesseseaeeesserattasessensaenasnenssAssasbar e rerR e s s tsaes v

THEe YIS BefOre .....coicivrieicecceerrreriissssssesssssssrsssrsssorsnsstassasssssssssarsssrrresstsssesssssanssnesni ssssssesssssansressssssin 1

Birthplace - Family background - Education - Husband - Children -
Parent-Teachers Association - Juvenile Protection Association - City of
Hope - Chicago Area Project - Rogers Park - The Depression - League
of Women Voters - Jewish organizations - Conference of Christians and
Jews - Chicago School for Retarded Children - Independent Voters of Illi-
nois - Richard J. Daley - First Campaign for Alderman

The General ASSEmDbLY YEATS ..ot sissisisssssssnssssresssssssssssssssssnsrsess 96

Campaign for house - Commission on Mental Retardation - Legislative
reform - Education Committee - School Problems Commission - Higher
education - Public Health Study and Survey Commission - Illinois Mental
Health Commission - Governor’s Commission to Revise the Mental
Health Code - Public Aid - Fiscal reform - Judicial reform - Campaign
for senate - Commission on the Status of Women - Equal Rights Amend-
ment

The Years AT ...cecrveneerereesssssisinsssesessrsserasssersessssssssssssssssanes 240

Second campaign for alderman - Chicago City Council - Chicago Board
of Health - Israel trips - Advice for those considering running for the
legislature

INAEX oviririririiitiiesreccseseserserersesnssssrssessassssssasserssarrsssresasssbesissssasesssnssssessrsrsnes 287

Photographs following pages 70 and 212

vii




Volume I

Esther Saperstein

SESSION 1, TAPE 1, SIDE 1

: When were you born?

: October 22, 1901.

. And where were. you born?
: Chicago.

What part of Chicago?

: West side.

The west side. Now can you be more explicit asto . . .

> O P O P O P O

: Yes, I think the street was about 1300 Newberry. That was a few blocks west of Halsted
and Roosevelt Road.

Q: Okay, does this place it pretty much directly west of downtown Chicago.
A: Yes. It was on the periphery of the Chicago Loop.
Q: Was your father born in that area?

A: No, my father came from Russia, however I never knew my father., He died when I was
about a year old. I never saw him.

Q: What was his name?

A: Ellis, Ellis Richman.

Q: And you say he came from Russia.
A: Right.

Q: Had he been in the United States long before his death?




A: Yes, they were educated — there were four or five boys and my grandmother and grand-
father Richman. There were five boys. I think my father was the oldest and then there
was Reuben Richman, and . . . then there was Ellis, and then Michael, and then Louis, who
was a CPA [Certified Public Accountant], and then Uncle Sam was the doctor.

Q: Did you get to know your grandfather then on your . . . .

A: Yes, after my father died, my mother went to work and I lived with my grandfather
and grandmother for a while.

And what was your grandfather’s name?

: Aaron Joseph Richman.

What was your grandmother’s name?

: Molly.

Molly.

: Molly, yes. She was a sweet grandmother.

What do you remember most about her?

> e r & & > &

: She cooked well. She was a good cook and a good housekeeper. And what I remember
about my grandmother and grandfather, they were very concerned about my Jewish edu-
cation.
Q: Oh?

A: Yes, and sent me to school. I think that was the beginning of — of my orientation in
the Jewish religion.

Q: Now, had they come from Russia also?
A: Yes.

Q: They had.

A: Right. My grandfather was a tall, a picturesque redhead, with a long beard, and a domi-
neering person. My grandmother was meek, sweet and a good cook.

Q: Well. (chuckles) What did your grandfather do?

A: My grandfather and two or three of the brothers were in the cigar business. In fact the
story goes, from my Unecle Reuben who is dead, that they were the forerunners of a very
popular cigar. I remember at the dinner table, the only two females were grandma and
myself, and four or five males who smoked and we were always in a cloud of smoke at that
time. I remember that so well.

Q: Had your grandfather been in the cigar business in Russia before he came over?

A: 1 don’t know.

Q: Did he ever talk much about Russia?
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A: No, because I didn’t live with my grandparents very long. My mother remarried. I was
about eight or nine when she remarried. That was the end of my living with my grandpar-
ents.

Q: What do you remember about the home where your grandparents lived?
A: Oh, I do remember. They lived in the Douglas Park area.
Q: Douglas Park?

A: Park, further west. I remember the street, it was on Turner Avenue and was about
1300. I went to school in the school close by grandparents’. And I think the school is still
— I mean even by the same name, but I have forgotten it, I would recognize it if I would
see it.

Q: Was this a public school?

A: Public school, yes.

Q: You say they were interested in your Jewish education.
A: Yes. ‘

Q: Where did you receive that education?

A: I — I can’t tell you the name of the synagogue, but it was in the vicinity of Turner Avenue
on the west side.

Q: Do you recall any particular teachers from that school?

A: No, I was too young. I remember vividly the seed they planted fertilized very well,
because I have a deep and abiding faith in the Lord. I believe in Him and I believe in prayer
and I love the Bible. In fact I remember when I was a state rep [representative], we were
discussing a bill for some aid to the senior citizens and believe it or not, some people wanted
to — thought it was unnecessary. It was the beginning of the realization that we must
provide better services for senior citizens. I think it was the beginning of the recognition
that we had a responsibility to it. And I got up and quoted the Bible. I may not have:
been entirely literate, but I think I put it across that we have — that in the Bible there
is a phrase that says, “Oh, my Lord, do not desert me in my hour of need . . .” and that
we must clothe the poor, feed the hungry and provide those things which lend dignity to
the senior citizen. I don’t know what they thought of me. (chuckles)

Q: Do you recall any particular response to that?
A: No, but I think we passed the bill.
Q: What about the Jewish ritual in your grandfather's home? Wasit . . .

A: Very — it was orthodox, it was. I remember my grandmother lighting the candles and
cutting the traditional bread for the Friday night services, yes. I remember it with aigreat
deal of warmth and love. My grandmother had these beautiful sons, but she had a great
deal of sorrow — losing my father and then the baby, Lou, who was the CPA. And then
my grandfather took off for Israel, because his father was a Rabbi and he wanted to die
in Israel and left my poor grandmother and the — the unecles took good care of her.

Q: So your grandfather then went to Israel, and he lived there for a while did he?




A: He died there.
Q: Isee. What do you remember about your uncles? Which one was your favorite uncle?

A: Well, the one that made me laugh the most was my redheaded uncle named
Michael. They lived in an apartment next to my grandmother’s and he loved me and I loved
him. I loved my other uncles too, Uncle Sam the doctor . . . practiced — he joined the
army at a young age and he became a general and was in charge of the medical services
up in the camp in Michigan. Fort Custer, Battle Creek, Michigan. He used to come to
Chicago to see me. Because my mother had remarried and. . . . T used to go and visit my
grandmother and grandfather. I remember — I think one of my last vigits before my grand-
father went to Isreal, he scolded me mildly because he felt I didn’t come {o see him quite
often enough.

Q: How far did you live from him at that time?

A: We — at that time we lived not too far from the place I was born.

Q: Oh. 8o that would have been closer in than where they lived.

A: Yes, closer in, right.

Q: Lets see now, you haven’t mentioned Reuben I guess, your Uncle Reuben.

A: Oh my Uncle Reuben was a gentle man . . . full of love, quiet, very quiet, because his
wife was not 8o quiet. (chuckles) But he was quiet.. He was like my
grandmother. Remember I did say she was guiet. A very fine man. Lou, Uncle Louis, was
the CPA. Uncle Michael was a salesman, I believe he was a cigar salesman. He married
a woman from Hartford, Connecticut, and so they went there to live. And then he died
of a mastoid operation. Now that’s Reuben, and Michael, and Louis, and Dr. Sam, and my

father.

And that would have been five. Yes. What was your mother’s name, you say? Molly?

@

: No, that — Molly was grandmother.

Your grandmother, I see.

: My mother was Mary.

Mary.

: Mary, yes.

And where was she born?

: She was born in a small village near Krakow, Poland.
In Poland.

: Yes. Do you want the name?

Yes.

> O P O P O » O P O »

Dobczyne Incidently there is a lady who works close to my office whose parents were
orn in g little village right off of Dobeczyne, so she’ll spell it for you.

=2
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I see, good, okay. What was your mother’s maiden name?
: Desser.
I see. Did she meet your father then here in Chicagoor . . . .

: Right, she met him here.

e » L » L

Had her family come to the United States?

A: One by one, she was the first to come. And she came over when she was about fifteen
years old. She had — when I say she — the first to come of her immediate family, but
she did have an aunt and an uncle that lived in Chicago, whose family subsequently went
to California. They discovered the beauty of California quite early in their stay in Chicago.
Q: And you have just come back from California. Was it visiting any of their family?

A: Oh, yes.

Q: I see.

A: Oh yes, we are very close.

Q: Did your mother ever give any indication as to why she came to the United States?

A: Yes, and I often — please forgive me, mother — questioned it. She said she came to

the United States because all the boys wanted to marry her and she had an older sister
and she didn’t want to get married before the older sister, so she left.

Q: Well. (chuckles) And you question that a little bit.

A: T question it a little bit. But my mother was a worker. She was a worker. And she
would tell me a story, they had a farm, a dairy farm, and she used to get up she said early
in the morning when her father got up to deliver the milk to the city and she would go
with him. My mother was a very hard worker, she had to. And it’s fortunate that she
had the drive, the ability, because she lost her husband quite early in her life.

Q: Did she talk any more about the old country or home?

A: Oh yes, she loved the old country

Q: What kind of stories do you recall of the old country?

business. So food was a subject, and she’d make comparisons with — the quality of food
here as compared to the food in Poland, and she always praised the food back home, in “the

potatoes were big and sweet and good, and the milk was better.” 1 think she recognized
early that in America we did something with our food that detracted from the quality. -

A: Well. (chuckles) My stepfather and mother finally went into the restlurant

Q: Processing and that sort of thing. ;

A: Yes. Oh yes, she praised the Polish potato and other foods and Vegt.abhd{. My
mother . . . my mother liked good food and I remember that when my father went shopping
— ‘cause he did all the shopping naturally — that if it wasn’t just up to par, she’d scold
him, and he had to take it back. (laughter) My mother and father worked hard to educate
their children. There were two children that followed me, a sister and a brother.
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Q: Well let’s see, did your mother’s parents come to the United States?

A: No.

Q: They didn’t. So you didn’t get to know them at all.

A: I didn’t get to know them, but we have pictures. They used to send us pictures and there
was my grandmother sitting on a chair with my grandfather’s hand on her shoulder, you
know the traditional picture, with the big skirt you know, with the little handkerchief around
her head. We learned to love them through their pictures and their letters. Then my uncle
came over, my mother’s brother.

Q: What do you remember about him?

A: Well, he was a strong, tall, handsome man, who . . . T think was sorry he ever left
Poland. Because he never did fulfill his life.

Q: What line of work did he get into when he came here?

A: He had a fruit store.

Q: Oh?

A: In Roseland, on the south side. And he visited, we had a nice relationship. And other
members came over. There had been a tragedy in the family, my . . . uncle, my mother’s
other brother, was killed by a neighbor for some cause or other. And so his children
came . . . to this country to get away from the unfortunate happening.

Oh I see, so it happened in the old country.

: Right.

What did your mother do when she first came to the United States?

: She went to live with her aunt and unecle, and she didn’t like it. Free labor.

e »r & » &

Oh I see. (chuckles)

A: And she went to night school. My sister, who is a psychiatric social worker, always felt
that my mother knew more psychiatry than she did. She was a wise woman. And
expressed herself in fundamental terms that proved to us that she had a native ability, as
if she were educated. She could take care of herself very well. She lived to be
eighty-nine. Like all mothers, she was a beautiful mother.

Q: What school did she go to? Where did she get her night schooling, do you recall?

A: (pause) A lot of her activity was centered around that neighborhood in which I was
born, There was . . . let me find out from my brother . .

Q: OhI.

A: No, no, no. My brother went to the same grammar school that my mother attended at
night, and I'll find out the name.

Q: Okay.

A: It’s on the tip of my tongue.

e T AT T




Q: So many of those names are, aren’t they?

A: Yes.

Q: What do you recall of your life in your grandfather’s home —. and your grandmother’s
home — up to age eight or nine when you left there. Is there any particular thing outstand-
ing, you mentioned the religious atmosphere?

|
A: Yes and I had four wonderful uncles, and I was their little niece and that’s an envjable
position in your grandmother’s home. So it was happy — except for deep lonesomenesg for
my mother, that 1 remember vividly.

Q: So your mother wagn’t living there at that time?

A: No.

Q: Oh, I see.

A: No she didn’t live with us. She visited us. But the love and the fun I had with my
uncles, especially Uncle Mike, and Dr. Sam. . . . My grandfather was strict. My grand-
mother was solicitous, and caring. I would say on the whole I had a happy young childhood,
except for the lonesomeness for my mother. .

Q: With your grandfather’s strictness, did he ever have occasion to spank you?

A: No, I don’t remember any spanking.

Q: Do you remember getting into trouble at that age?

A: Oh, I am sure I did.

Q: But nothing stands out.

A: (indicates affirmative)

Q: I see. Let’s see then, you must have started to school then while you were living with
your grandparents,

4
i

A: Right. I went to school, remember I told you, right close to where my grand ‘ other
lived. And if T have a directory — which I have on my desk, I can point out the school

Q: What do you remember about that school? Say your first year in school, what gtands
out? :

A: T'loved school. I was very proud to carry a book bag, and I remember walking to|school
so straight and proud, I had a schoolbag, and I thought I was something special.

Q: Who gave you the schoolbag?
A: T don’t remember, I don’t remember. But 1 do remember, until my mother got niarried,
when grandma got sick and I couldn’t live there, she had to find another place for me. But

that school too, I had a bag. You know, this is the first time I realized what that bag meant
to me. It was my security. That was my security, that schoolbag.

SESSION 1, TAPE 1, SIDE 2









































































































































































































































































