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BERNICE T. VAN DER VRIES MEMOIR

SESSION 7, TAPE 8, SIDE 1 (continued)

A: Things were going along very smoothly in my life and I was 3sked to be block
captain for the League of Women Voters. They needed to make a|canvass to get
people out to vote. Voting was very poor in those days, the percentage of
voting. People paid little attention to politics and usually {t would be some
boss higher up that controlled the election, which was true injour community.
The county chairman of the Republican Party lived way out in Elk Grove.

A Mrs, Thomas called me up and she said, "We would like for yo¢ to take your
square block and go to each home and find out who's registered|and who isn't."
And I said, "Well, how do you happen to select me? I don't belong to the
league.”" 'Well,"” she said, "you have a neighbor who says that|you haven't been+
well and you're supposed to walk every day," which was true, "4nd she thinks

you might like to have something to do. You have a maid. So, will you do it?"
And I said, "Ch, sure." ‘

So, in about a day, I covered the whole square block and turned in my report.
And from then on, I had work. I was elected recording secretaxy, then I was
elected vice-president, and then president. The League of Womgn Voters was
very new. When we arrived in Winnetka it was just an offshoot jof the Women's
Club, it was the public affairs committee. The League of Women Voters was
founded in 1920, right after the women got the right to vote. The league had
a very active and competent president, Mrs. Walter Benson, who succeeded the
first one who was just a committee chairman,.

The league was a most interesting group. They had good programs; they started
having non-partisan candidates' meetings, near the time when tHere would be an
election. 1t had good speakers, there were lots of things goidg on in Washing-
ton that were controversial. For example, the foundation of the Children's
Bureau in Washington and the Women's Bureau. They were bitteriy fought because
it was giving women too much to say. ?

In 1927, I became president of the league and we had, oh, abouﬁ eight hundred
members by that time at a dollar a year. When I left, we had fourteen hundred
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members. We had built it up more and more and we would have flve hundred
women coming to a luncheon at Community House. Then later the|league, after I
was out of it actively, decided they needed to charge more to get more opera—
ting money. Also they thought they would have women who paid Eore.attention

c

to their membership, because many dollar members just joined b¢cause they
were——a friend asked them. Although I always maintained it wa$ too bad--I
realized it had to happen —-because everybody got the magazine| they got some
knowledge that something was happening, you see, in. election affairs and
government,

Q: Yes.

A: And my last year as president, I was elected state membershjp chairman at the
state convention held in Peoria. They elected chairmen of the|top committees -
along with the officers. My job was to go out and work to get|mew leagues. We
only had a few of them. In Chicago, I think there was one league made up of
Negro women which was unusual and the Hyde Park league and thg others were. in
the suburbs, Oak Park, and Evanston. They all came into being|about the same
time, '

The staff member assigned to work with me, because we had to tpgke some trips
to places where they were interested, was Emily Taft, whose father was the
famous sculptor. He designed the large sculpture out on the Midway. She had

been an actress but decided she wanted to get into something mpre worthwhile.

So she was my assistant and we traveled around and we still haye leagues that
give us credit for their membership, Highland Park is one, somg of them have
gone out of existence or combined with neighboring ones. Latef, before she
was married, she was elected congresswoman at large from Illinpis. Then she
married Paul Douglas, who was the senator, you know, for many years. Charles
Percy defeated him, finally, I hope I can remember to tell yop something about
Paul Douglas when we get up into my own political activities.

Q: Yes. |
A: We traveled around the state and then about that time, well, I gave up that
kind of work after two years, and I was elected the head of the Episcopal
women of Christ Church which was a very active organization. efore I was
elected, I tried to get out of it because I was invited to be president of the
woman's club which was a much more established organization buf the rector
wouldn't let me go. He said, very pleasantly, "You made a projmise and you're
going to stick by it." So, I was elected in, oh, the beginning of 1929,

Q: Now, this was for what? The Woman's Club, you mean?
A: No, the Christ Church, Winnetka, womans guild,
The church was moving into a new parish house that had just beLn built., No, I'm

off, because we weren't moving in. In 1929, we were having a Prive for funds to
build the new parish house., That was in the Fall of 1929, Wej had a great big
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dinner plamned. I was not president then, I was elected in 1931, president.
But in 1929, I was active in the church, especially in the women's group. And
I had been teaching a Sunday school class of eight vear old boys for awhile

and I finally said to the rector, the Rev. E. Ashley Gerhard, one day, "How

far can I go in punishing these boys?" We were in an old parish house and they
put my class up on the stage so we were in full view. There was another class
of boys and my son was in that class but they were all of them little devils.
Bubble gum came into being at that time and there was a little delicatessen
across the street from the parish house. They went there and spent all their
money on bubble gum and candies, so we nmever had a collection really. And

then they would have this bubble gum—-you know, they would pull it way out, you
know. So, after the first Sunday of that, I brought pileces of waxed paper with
their names on and parked them on a chair and they all had to park their gum.

Then one day one of them took a hymn book and threw it off the stage and down
in front of the class and almost hit somebody. I said to the rector, '"How

far can T go?" And he said, "Go as far as you like." So the next Sunday when
this boy, same boy, tried another stunt on me, I just grabbed him by the collar
and T said, "You're going home." '"No, I'm not going home." I got him down
off the stage, he was kind of frightened by that time, and I took him to the
door and I said, "Now, home you go." "No, I'm not going home." 'Yes, you
are." So, he did go home that Sunday.

He was my friend after that, this boy. You punish somebody sometimes and then
they make up with you, you know. They really like you, I think, for what you
did. 1I've discovered that in time. So every Sunday he would be waiting for
me to go out of the parish house, my son would be waiting. My son didn't like
this boy and he was so jealous. And we walked home.

Well, about that time, one Sunday the rector said, "I have to play the piano
today for the hymns because our pianist can't be here.”" And I said, "Why, I
can play the hymns.” And he said, "You can?" I said, "Yes, if you'll take
care of these boys up here." So, I played the hymns from then on. I know
practically all the words for every familiar hymn. After we moved to the new
parish house, we had an organ which I could not play.

The day that we started this drive, however, in 1929, was--oh, this was to be

a great dinner. We were going to try to get $400,000 in pledges. I was in
charge of the dinner and we were going to have a real bang-up dinner. We were
going to have it at Community House and we were going to have about four hundred
people there. For great long wooden tables, we bought purple sateen, which you
could buy for about five cents a yard. We borrowed every brass candlestick and
candelabra in Winnetka, whether they were Episcopalians or what they were. We
had this all laid out, and a wonderful meal planned, then the men were to start
the drive.

The person in charge of the drive was Clarence Randall who became very well

known during the Eisenhower administration as one of his foreign advisors.
Clarence was a good organization man, he was with Inland Steel, and he was to

head up this group.
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The stock market broke soon after it opened In the morning. Telephone calls,
"Can you call off the dinner? Things have just gone haywire."| Well, we
couldn't call off the dinmer, the food was already there. But|then, I would
get these messages, "Well, we'll try to get there.” The vestry was meeting

at the University Club in Chicago. My husband was on the vestly and he was the
only one that wasn't present--that was written up in a book onge--because the
members of the United States Chamber of Commerce had all gone haywire and he

having quite a number of new residents come in and the idea w

could not leave the office.

SESSION 7, TAPE 9, SIDE 1

A: The men got out about eight o'clock, completely exhausted.
our drive, people made their pledges. They had no idea how ha
were going to be. Everybody paid up their pledges.
wait quite awhile to do it, but we had some quite large pledge
of dollars and then down to the small ones. During the campai,
whole drive, John and I did all the public relations for it, n
especially,

Then I was elected president of the group in 1932, of the wom

finished up about the time that I was to go to the legislature.

agreed to be president of the women of the diocese of Chicago,

We étarted
kd hit they

One or twp people had to

of thousands
n for the
wspaper part

» and just had
I had already

| Episcopal

diocese, and to be hostess for women at the World's Fair, for the Episcopal

exhibit. And the women held me to that job.

SESSION 8, TAPE 10, SIDE 1

A: Where did we finish off?

Q: Well, let's see. We had gone through a number of years up |
time pretty much in quite a bit of hurry.
you started out with the League of Women Voters om a canvass, |
asked you to canvass a block? [

A: Yes.

Q: Yes.
election?

A: That is something that I consider as quite important. It W
see that everyone was registered in order to be able to vote.

wanted to build up the voting strength of Winnetka. Winnetka
prior to the time I voted there and about the time I moved th
poor percentage of voters go to the polls and vote. I can red
for judges, and important judgeships they were, in which only

people in New Trier township, which was Winnetka, Wilmette, KQnilworth and

So I had a very complicated life.

to the council

And I was wondering——for example,

I believe. They

And I was wondering--what type of canvass was that? Was that for an

as an effort to
Winnetka was
s that we

in the elections
re, had a very
all one election
18 percent,of the
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Glencoe, voted, which we felt was disgraceful., And then, on a county election, 1
we might have, oh, thirty percent of the people voting. So a number of people

were disturbed including the League of Women Voters but also a group of '
Republicans——Winnetka was strongly Republican--who were concerned about the

poor participation of people in thelr government. More of the people coming

in were in the younger age bracket and had studied political science in

college, a lot of the women had also studied in college. So this canvass

was to try to get everybody in the town registered so they could vote. 2

I was given one square block, that would be four sides, you see, all of which

was built up with fifty-foot lots, where we lived. My job was to find out -
what their names were and whether they were registered. I didn't go into the
political party business because the league was very careful those days. As
I think of it now, with the way people behave in the country, the civil
liberties groups would say that anyone inquiring into any of their habits was
prying. T think it came with the McCarthyism and in federal activities like
that. :

Within a couple of days, I made a complete canvass and it was quite interest-
ing. People had seen me walking around because I did take walks. Didn't
know who I was. I had a little chance to get dcquainted with my neighbors.

Q: Did you have any problems with anyone?

A: No, no problems at all. Everyone cooperated. And then I turned in my
report and it was quite close to an election for officers in the lLeague, so
I was asked to be recording secretary.

Q: You didn't belong to the league before this canvass?

A: No, No, T joined. (laughs)

Q: So you joined and then became, immediately, recording secretary.
A: Yes.

Q: What did you do as recording secretary?

A: Well, I took the minutes at the meetings. I had been secretary of an

organization once out in Kansas. It wasn't anything too important but I had .
looked up parlimentary law to see what went into the minutes and T tried to
make my minutes conform. I didn't write up every detail, about whether we
had ice cream and cake and pudding or what we had, like a lot of people write
up their club meetings. (laughs) I served in that job for, well, I guess it &
must have been two years because all the officers were elected for two years.

Then I was asked to be vice-president. We had a very brilliant, I mean
brilliant in the right sense of the word, president at that time, Mrs. Walter
Benson. She was a woman, I suppose in her early thirties, who was just full
of life and she really was an inspiration to people. She wanted me to succeed
her, T had learned by that time, when her term was up because she couldn't run
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again, the Bensons were going to move away. So I sort of had|a little warning,
although I hadn't been invited, that I was to become the presfident.

And we held meetings. We started, before I was president, unfler this woman,
having monthly meetings with speakers on government. Northweptern University
at that time had some excellent professors in political scienfe and they were
interested in what we were doing and they would come up and thlk to us on
different aspects of government. Then there were women who re interested
in some of the federal affairs that were going on, having to Ho just with
women and children, and so we had programs on that.

Before a primary and a regular election, we would hold campaipn meetings,
usually at night, when the men who were running for office--they were all men
except Mrs. Ickes who was in our legislature, whose place I epentually took.
We would have them come and speak, both parties. We would lipit their time
because some of them were very wordy. We would try to conduck it legally so
that everybody had the same time. We would have timekeepers.| A bell would
ring notifying them how many minutes they had left. That sysgem is still
going on in the League of Women Voters, quite actively.

A number of the men in Winnetka belonged to the Isaac Walton League. It was
really the only social club for men in Winnetka at that time,| they didn't have
Rotary there yet. They didn't have Lions which they now have. Really the top
businessmen, many of them lawyers, bankers and so forth, along with towns-
people, belonged to the Isaac Walton League. They had a clubhouse out in the
country where they could go and camp. They took up the mattef of poor voting
records of New Trier township. These towns worked together vpry well because
the high school was New Trier township high school, you see. | Finally they
made an offer that they would give a prize to the town, withip the township,
that got out the largest percentage of votes. I think it was; a general
election. T had become president by the time that really got underway.

They offered a very lovely flag to be given to New Trier high school, in the
end, for the town getting out the largest percentage of votes. Of course,
Glencoe and Kenilworth were very small so it was to be percentage-wise for
each one. We worked like beavers in the League of Women Votefs, and every
group with which T was identified, to get people out to vote. We had people
at the polls, that was the first time they had ever dome that, keeping track
of the people as they voted. Usually the political party was keeping track
of who voted. Winnetka was so strongly Republican at that time that~-—and the
precinct organization had gone into effect legally there--that I had to help
two precincts find some Democrat that would serve as a precinet captain.

Q: Welll

A: There were so few of them. You see, this was before Franklin D. Roosevelt,
The complexion changed considerably, the types of voters.

In my home, I had started keeping a record of the names of all the citizens as
a result of that canvass that I and others had made. T was secretary and 1
knew we were going to need to have the names of people, so we|added new names
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when people came. And the recording secretary kept track of those.

So, we kept close track of the voting and it went up a bit and we, Winnetka,
won the first year. Winnetka won the second year, won the third year. And
we got the voting up as I recall somewhere around seventy-five percent. It's
gone back now. Sometimes it's just as poor as it used to be.

Q: Was there a Republican committee structure here in the New Trier township?

A: Well, there was. At one time, when I first went there, the Republican
party was so strong no one paid much attention to doing anything as a
Republican, it was just taken for granted everybody was going to vote
Republican. And the Democrats were so weak, they took it for granted. Well
then, Harold Ickes, who lived in Winnetka, and his wife was in the legislature
at that time--let's see, she was elected in--she had three terms, six years,
and I was elected in 1934, so she was elected in 1928, 1930, and 1932 for the
House, Mr. Ickes had become what they called a Bull Mooser, which was a third
party that had sprung up. They were Republicans who were in it, very decided-
ly. They were the Theodore Roosevelt type of Republicans--and then more
liberal ones followed Johnson of Califormia, Senator Johnson——and became Bull
Moosers.

Mr. Ickes called a meeting, quite some time before an election, at our commun-
ity house one Sunday--I was invited to be there because I was identified with
the league, not the Republican party--because there was no real organization.
And it was decided that we would try to get better precinct captains because
we were completely controlled by the county politicians. And some of them
were what we called typical politicians, interested more in patronage than
anything else. This meeting was aimed primarily at getting precincts in
Winnetka manned by the proper people that would watch the polls and make sure
you would have good judges and clerks that were honest. That's when I went out
and helped get two Democrats and get people to serve, because they were so
scarce. I think, in the precinct in which I lived, there was something like

four Democrats.
Q: Oh, is that right. In the whole precinct.
A: That's right. That was my start really in working in politics.

Then, a few years later, a man in Winnetka, who was attorney for the Northern
Trust Bank, his name was Carl Zeiss, decided to run for Congress from our
district, because there was a lot of furor over congressmen. We had never had
one up our way at all. So about that time the Woman's Republican Club was
being formed by women who had belonged to a very large club in Evanston. They
had formed this Republican Woman's Club and they were working for Carl Zeiss,
I wanted to work for him but the league had quite a strict ruling, much more
strict than it is now, that no member of the league could really work in a
political party. Now it's the officers who can't work in a political party
because it got so the the best women in the community couldn't work in
elections, whether they were Democrats or Republicans, and that was the time
it was fun to work, in an election, you see.

»
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So, I was given no money to spend. Why, no one ever thought ¢f getting a big
sum of money raised the way they do now. Just enough to take|care of postage
and things like that. Everything else was volunteer. I was given charge of
organizing the whole state for him, because I think he was rugning at-large,
as I recall now, because he had downstate. I guess the point|where the dis-
tricts were too large, then they used to set up congressmen af-large and he
was one of those. There was I with the whole state of Illinojs to cover. All
we could do was just gather up names and names and names and $end a postcard
or something like that.

Q: How did you get the names?
A: Well, from people of Winnetka. We had just generally sprejd the word,

"Do wou know anybody in downstate Illinois?" You would be sufprised how many
came from downstate Illinois,

Q: You didn't travel downstate, then?

A: No, we didn't have money enough to travel,.
Q: I see. I'm a little confused here. Now, you were in this|Woman's

Republican Club that was formed. Did you still hold office i? the League of
Women Voters at that time?

A: I was only a member of the Woman's Republican Club.

Q: At that time. And this would have been about what year?

A: Well . . . I would say about 1928.
Q: How did the campaign go for Mr. Zeiss?

A: It went poorly, because the regular organization people had a candidate.
This was like an Tndependent running. It was a good experiente for everybody,
they found out a lot about government.

Q: So he didn't win the election, then?

A: No. I remember one incident in connection with this League of Women

Voters, when I was president, at a campaign meeting. It was before the

primary which was in April., We were having a campaign meeting, with candidates
invited. We usually tried to have a speaker on some important issues, unless
they were too partisan, We tried to do some educating in government. Our
newspaper, the Tribune, was, of course, so strongly Republicap. That was the
main paper read in those days. The Hearst papers weren't as Etrongly
Republican. The Daily News was a Republican paper, but did net have the
circulation that the Tribune had. People had to count on tho#e papers more for
information, unless they came to candidate's meeting. Well, Ye really had
pretty good crowds at our candidates” meetings.

It was when Mrs. Ickes was running. I think that must have bgen about 1930
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because she had been in office. The meeting was to be in the community house
and Dr. Hatfield, who was a political scientist at Northwestern, was to be our
speaker. He was a very popular speaker. We were paying him fifty dollars

for that speech, which was quite a little sum for us on our dollar-a-year dues.
He had had so many demands, he finally had to put a price on it.

So Mrs. Ickes called me and said she was warning me, she had just come in from
campaigning out in the west part of the district and the storm was getting
worse every minute. She had brought over one man to her house to have dinner,
one candidate. She thought I would want to know we were going to be up against
it. It was the worst night I have ever seen by the time we got to the meeting.
And I think we had an attendance of about eight. :

Q: Eight.

A: Couple of candidates. And I remember I had my car. I had driven over
thinking I could drive. And I drove Dr. Hatfield over to the railroad station,
Northwestern, he had come up on Northwestern. I handed him his check and he
said, "I wouldn't think of taking a check. You've suffered more than anybody
else and I want to suffer with you. (laughter)

Q: Well! So you were snowed out then, too. Something like last winter, I
guess.

A: Yes, just about.

Q: Well. What were some of the lessons you learned in your support of Carl
Zeiss?

A: Well, we learned quite a bit about the issues of the day and I'm afraid
I'm not just able to pin them down. In this country, they were beginning to
talk more about welfare, we were still in the Depression, of course. You
realize that yesterday was the anniversary of the 1929 "crash." I remember

that day.

I don't recall really what the issues were, Some of it was honesty in govern-
ment, officials that were elected who weren't there just for patronage. That
was a strong talking point all the way through those years because many of the
people who were holding office——we had had governors who had gone bad and we
have had senators who had been involved in scandals. We were trying to get
better quality of people in our government.

Q: Did you meet anyone downstate at that time that you worked with later or
knew later?

A: Not that I recall.

Q: Did you work in Chicago itself during that campaign?

Y










































































































































































































































































































































































































