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Interview With ¥vone Maiton
Y. Okay. You got it?
J. so we'll do a little and then we'll listen to it and see
how it sounds and make sure it's recording and then we'll start
again.

Y. Okay.

J. Okay. So why don't you identify yourself and tell me who
yvou are and what Union you're in?

Y. Okay. My name is Yvone Maiton and I belong to the
International Union of Operating Engineers.

J. and what Local are you in?

Y Local 30. Um-hum.

J. and how long have you been a member of Local 307?
Y

geven years. It'll be ... It'll be seven yeare actually
in Augugt-September.

J. and does that include your apprenticeship periocd?
b'd Yes, Right. Um-hum.

Y. doesn't want to stay down?
J Okay.

Y. {(laughs)

0 so now let's try it again.
¥ Okay .

J. st how did you decide to apply for the Union membership or
for the Apprentice program?

Y. Actually ... Actually, I didn't decide to do that. What
happened was, I was in a program in New York Technical College
they had a women's program and .... it wasn't only women but

primarily women. It was called Building Maintenance And Repairs
and it was a six month program. And then, when we got finished,
they asked us each individually what we would like to do. And I
gaid I would like to do something with my hands and with my brain.

" And so this was available to them and they put me in it. And they
got me in contact ... put me inm contact with the ..the Union
people. And then I went out to the Union hall out in Richmond Hill,
Oueens, and they sent me opn an interview to a couple of places and
I got accepted into the job that I'm doing now.
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J. So you've been at the game job?

Y. 1I've been at the same job, not the same facility but at
the sams job.

J. For the same employsr?

¥. Right.

J. So then you started your formal training or apprenticeship
Y. Right. It was a three year apprenticeship and I went to

Actually the school wag in the Union hall itself. The Union was
holding its own apprenticeship out in Richmond Hill, Queens and I

did that ... Most of the time it was twice a week but zometimes it
was ... we got behind it would turn into three, sometimes four,
egpecially toward the end of the apprenticeship in the four ... in
the third year we did sometimes four times a week we'd have to go
from six to nine to school, after work. 8o .. I would start work
most of the time at zeven o'clock in the morning. as ... As .. ag

a matter of fact, I did start at seven in the morning and I worked
from seven to three. and then, after work, I would go to school.

J. So I'm curious, Yvone, about the other women who were at
the Technical College. Did any of the chose to go ... or did they
get steered towards the Operating Engineers?

Y. WNot that I ... Not that T know of. I don't remember ATIY
of the other women that went to school with me going into this
trade. I know one .. I know one women in particular went into more

in contracting. that's what she started doing?? doing, like working
for the City or--or not for the City, actually. I think it was for
gome kind of agency doing .. inspecting building, -doing inepectiion
in buildings and that kind of stuff. that's what she did, so she
didn't actually go into the trades.

J. and were there any other women in your apprenticeship
program with vou?

¥. Yeg there were. There were one, two, three, four ... there
wag either four or five of us, and by the third year there was only
two. the other two .. The other two or ... the other three, as a
matter of fact,-the other three dropped out.

J. Um-hum. Um-hum., So describe the reaction when you got on
the job. what would ... What kinds of things went on in terms of

Y. Well, it 2?7 funny, 'cause when I got on the job I came
into work and I had just had my brand new short, short hair cut,--
yvou know?-and I had been preparing for this kind of work by doing,
like, weight lifting and that kind of stuff and a lot of running, --
a lot of exercise in getting ready for the joh. and I was really
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gurprised to find that it was ... it reguired the minimum of
physical activity.. You know? It wasn't really that physical. And
then I went into work and I was really very up. I remember really

T was =0 happy to have gotten this job. You know? It meant I
was going to be making about three thousand dollars a year more
than I had been making even before that.

J.  Um-hum.

Y., and ... and T had a kid to take care of go that was very
important to me. and go I was really very, very happy. and I
walked in and I remember seeing the men and I walked right up to
them ... I was such a gilly girl! I was .. It's so funny when I
think about it now. I ... I went up to them and I said hello,--you
know, ~and I told them my name and asked them, --you know, --"What's
your name?" And I went up to one guy in particular and I did that,
and he just stared back at me and didn't even put out his hand.
and I just stood there. and all of a gudden it wag, like, all the
reality just came and smacked me right in the face. This is what
it's really going to be about. You know? And that was my first
... my firet day at work. (chviocusly fake sound= roughly mimicking
sobs)

J. So what wag ... Now, how did it work? ©Did you work with
a journeyman or

Y. Actually, what

J. teach vou ?7? in charge of your on the job instruction?

Y. Well, we ... I had one immediate sgupervisor and then he
had a supervisor. and on my Jjob usually your boss and your

supervisor, they're very muich in contact, especially if vou work in
a plant, --you know?--what they call a heating plant. theyv're very

much there with the ... with the workers in terms of ... like,
their coffice looks down into the plant so they can see evervthing
you're doing and--you know--they'll call you ... You know? It's not

like you have a bogg sitting over there in some office upsatairs.
You know? Usually he can just go right into the plant. and he'll
con - ionto-Lie plant and hetll be--you-kuow? - He has to look al some
of the equipment or he--you know,--ag well as ... You ... You could
always be assured that at some point during the day, if you work
during the day, vou'll ... vou'll see his face unless he's .. Like,
there's ... there's been a few of them that I've heard that--you
know--the guys never see them. he sits up in the office and that's
it. but what happened with my apprenticesghip, most of the time I
was working witwthe other woman apprentice. I did not work with
the mechanica hardly at all.

J. 8o .. But it's that the gystem that ideally that you work
with the mechanics 80 that you learn ... The mechanic is supposed
to be teaching you what he knows?

Y. Qf course.
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J. Isn't that the whole idea of the apprenticeship?
Y. That's ... That's suppecsed to be it.
J

theoretically and ?7

Y. <Yeah, right. That's the way it's supposed to be. but ...
and we ended up working with each other I would say three gquarter
of the time for the entire three years that I was there. She
wasn't there at first. At first I was the only woman. And then,
ahbout &ix months later, she came,--the other woman came in.

J. and did any men intervene in this process and tell you ...
share their skills with you or their knowledge, or criticize you
about what was happening with your situation with the mechanics or
??

Y. Not really. I think that there were, like .... I think for
my .. my .. my three year apprenticeship, while T wag an
apprentice, I think toward the end of my apprenticeship I met up
with one mechanic who was being most willing to share his
experiences because he was also being dumped on. He had had a
problem with the Union, from what I understand, and they were

blackballing him, giving him a hard time. And so they put him to

work where I was working and T had .. I had a terrible, terrible
boss and he gave him a hard way. and this guy happened to be in the
trade for a very long time. He was an engineer, not just a

mechanic, and he was good at what he did. You know? And he was the
mogt willing to help myself and the other woman to learn something
about what we were doing. that was, like, at the very tail end of
our apprenticeship. Most of the time I did not work with the
mechanics, or if I did it was esporadically. You know? One day I
would work with one guy. another day I'm working with another guy.
or I would work with one in the morning and then work by myself,
cleaning mopping, sweeping, dusting, painting

J. they gave you all ?7 work.

Y. A lot of that kind of work sc that .. and then when we
~complained to the Union about it ,they said to us: Well, vyou know
héw the guys are. this Wis Feally d man'§ job for mguch a lohg -
time, --you know-they're .. they're having a hard time accepting
you, Don't worry about it. You know?

J. Then the Union never came in and tried to act as a force
for teaching people about the law or trying to ease the road and

Y, No. 2and on top of that ... on teop of which our
apprenticeghip at the Union school was ... it was nine .. eight-
ninthe of it waz theory. One eighth of it was practice--practical
experience. There was no shop. There was virtually no shop. I
think we had shop, like, a couple of days in one class and that was
it. So it's very difficult, I think, not just for myself and not
just for the women, also I think probably for the men to transfer
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what you learned theoretically to what vour reality is. Because a
lot of times what vou learn in theory is not in actuality what you
do in practice.

J. Yeah. It seems like a hands on .. hands on kind of thing
would be a lot more useful.

Y. Definitely! At least I believe that it should have been
half of our apprenticeship, at least half. '

J. What kinds of problems or what kinds of experiences did you
have with the claases? did vyou find the classroom work,--
theoretical work accessible and difficult?

Y. what do you mean? ©Oh, was it, like, hard to underastand
and learn? ‘

J. Yes.

Y. Well, this is going to be difficult for me because I want
to be able to be honest in ... in--you know--what's said about
putting inte the archives. It really makeg it difficult for me
because I ... I'm making a very big indictment of our Union because
I feel ... Number one: they made out the books. They made the book
and they took .. I don't know where they got their information.
I'm sure that they knew and they--you know--the people that put
together these bhooks that information's from other books, from
having read, from their own experience, and put these books
together. and they were an added expense to all of the expenses
that we had when we had to buy ... We had to buy this bock. And
these books had no indexes in them. there was no index. there was
no--you know--at the end of the book where it tells you ... You go
through the index to see ... when you want to look for a particular
subject? they were nonexistent,--nonexistent. They must have been
about, Oh, about five or six books, really think---really, really
big, thick volumes,--you know--and no indexes. s¢ how in the hell
are you supposed to find something? You know? And as a matter of
fact, one or our teachers had said that{hose books were virtually
useless. He said, if you don't have an index in a book, when you
want to look up the information then you have to go through the
entire volume of books to see what the hell you're looking for.
and that'e not very encouraging. So that was one of the things.
But I think also the other thing is that it was ... it was not very
easy because it's not very easy to tranafer what you learn in
theory to what you learn in practice. and also that a lot of ..a
lot of the learning, I felt, was ... Now, I did learn a lot from
it., You know? It helped me to understand certain basicas about
what--I mean--what I wag doing. You know? It's not like I didn't
learn anything from ... from the theory. You know? So I think
that the little bit that I do know I learned because of school,
more so than from the practical experience. You know? but a lot
of the times what I felt was that the schooling was geared more
towards preparing you for test taking: for memorization, test
taking, getting your licenses--that ... that kind of stuff, as
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opposed to the actual learning .. . then,--you know--quite a bit,
I think, it had to deal with--for me anyway as a woman, and I would
imagine probably for some of the other women, historically being a

student with all these men and a male teacher and... We had one
teacher that would always tell us to ask gquestions. this was
actually my very first teacher when I went to this .. to the
apprenticeship school. He was a very learned man. He really

learned his stuff. You can tell that he knew his stuff. 2And he was
a very pleasant man,--you know--on a personal level. You know? I
don't .. I don't really know him 'cause I wasn't--you know--I
wasn't really friends with him, but little .. the little bit of
time that we did--you know--interact he was very pleasant with me
and T found with most of the other students. But he would tell us
that we could ask any questions. and then I would see that any time
that anyone would ask him a gquestion that he felt was challenging
him, he would go berserk, yelling at these guys. I mean, it was
incredible!

J. 2nd that was yvour first experience?

Y. That was my first experience. These guys would say: Well,
what about this and how about that? And how come I don't
understand this? And he would go off. And virtually the class went
quiet;--virtually went cuiet,

J. You mentioned that you had a child.
Y. Um-hum.

J. and you're going to work, being there at seven AM, and
you're going to school until nine PM, sometimes up to four nights
a week. How did vou manage thig big burden of school work and
child care? And also what ... what did your weekends look like?
Were vou just studying all weekend? How did you get through this?

Y. Okay. What happened was ,when I got into the trade my son
wag ... Wy s=on was thirteen--going on thirteen, not gquite
thirteen, --twelve going on thirteen. =20 he needed gome supervisgion
but he was also able to be alone. You know? but 1t was very
difficuit. T felt a lot of guilt because I would bé gone before he
wag ready to go to schoel, and some--you know--sometimes,--a lot of
times, I wouldn't get home until he was in bed. You know? So that
was really very hard for me. You know? But I needed to make a

living. I needed to be able to pay the billse and ... and so I just
kept going. T mean, I think it was just sheer will. {chuckles)
and T think also that my ... partly it was that my son--you know--

- was almost thirteen years old o a lot of the times he could do ...
there were a lot of things that he could do by himgelf., I think
emotionally it was very difficult for both of us, for both him and
myself.

J. Um-hum. What about support? Where did you get support
for going through all this?
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Y. Mostly from other women, in particular ... It wasn't &
family thing. I didn't get a lot of support from my family. It was
mostly other women. I .. I remember one time I apoke with a woman
from United Tradeswomen. I got in ... in contact with them and for
me that was a

J. At this point they were very active.

¥. At that point they were very active., And it was something
that was very important to me. I really needed to be in contact
with other women, knowing that T wasn't the only one going through
this experience. And so the first time I ever met thisg woman was
over the phone and ... and I started crying: Oh! just wailing away
becauge I just really ... And also, at that time, I didn't have a
phone because when I had separated from my lover at that time, I
I couldn't afford to have a phone sc¢ I disconnected it until I was
... T was able to get it later, but at that point I didn't have it.
go I was out in the street

J. You were really cut off.

Y. Yaah. I was out in the street talking to her, just
wailing away Oh! ... 8o it was very important for me to have that
kind of connection with other women in .. in the trades.

J. And what about attending any of their meetings? Or that
must have been hard for yvou to do that. Did you do any of that?

Y. Yes, I did. I did a lot of that. And ... and as a matter
of fact, it .. it ... I had to make a choice. You know? And for me
it wazs that ... It's funny, 'cause I had to make a choice betwesn

being involved in something to sustain me gpiritually and staying
at home and hitting those books all the time, and I chose geing out
and sustaining myself. And so I did. I got through my
apprenticeship. I did pretty okay--you know--in my apprenticeship
but .. And I had ... There was one fellow,--I think this was one
of the big saving graces for me in school,--who to this day ig
still my friend. he was in my apprenticeship and he wa an older
West Indian man who was not afraid in terms of his skillg. He was
not afraid of the women and womern doing their jobs and learminmg.
And he understood a lot about oppression and that kind of stuff. So
if I didn't know something and if I was unsure about something, he
didn't act like I zhould know it,--you know--or what's wrong with
vou for not understanding that? You know? he would Jjuat--you
know--just help me or tell me or show me. You know? but it was
very difficult because he lived all the way out in Queens and I
lived in the Bronx so I wasn't going to be traveling out to Queens
after going there five days a week and then--you know--all the
schooling. And so we kept in contact a lot by phone, --you know?--
and sometimes we would vigit. And he ... to this day we're still
friends. 8o that was a really good thing for me. You know?

J. Yeah, important.
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Y. Yeah. It was real important.

J. Yvone, I want to switch over to another subject. But before
I do, I want you to describe the physical plant that you were
working in 'cause most of us have never been inside one of these
facilities nevertheless,--you know-let along worked there.

Y. Um-hum,
J. 80 give me a

Y. Okay. We had two very big boilers, forty million BTU is
what they call them. They're very, very big boilers. These things
are like maybe one, one and a half stories high,--you know--Oh, I
den't even ... I couldn't ... I'm very bad in terms of, like,
space, width and what have you. but they're very big, --you know, - -
forty million BTUs, 350 degrees, --you know--under pressgure so that
if anything .. It never happened. but if anything were to puncture
any one of those pipes the steam that would come out, you wouldn't
see it until it was like, many a whole .. a whole bunch of feet in
front of you. So that if .. if something like that happened, number
one, if the plant wag closed down it would suck all of the air out
of the .. out of the space. and then ?? you wouldn't see the
condensation, so you have to be very careful 'cause steam at that
pressure could slice your head off,--you know--and you wouldn't
even feel it because it moves so fast you know ... you know, people
think that you ... that when you see steam that it .. that you can
gee it. But you don't see it until it starts cooling off and
condensing. And by the time it starts cooling off and condensing,
you could still get severely burned because 350 degrees is a lot of
degrees. Right, very hot. Then they had ...

J. what kind of ... Why were they generating the steam? where
was it going on your job? ?7? '

Y. ©Oh, on that particular job it was going all over into
different areas of the airport, whean I was working at the airport.
You know? It would generate the heat to keep the space warm and it
would also generate heat that would be, like, a secondary .. a

secondary ... Part of this héat would bé to héat water afid to keep:
the water hot. You know? that would be the secondary job of the
steam. that's what ... That's what it was for.

J. Um-hum.

Y. And then they algo had air conditioners, but 1t weren't
wasn't ... they're not air conditioners like you see in .. in home
apartments, hanging out the windows. these are industrial air
conditioners. They're very big machines and they have what they

call the cooling tower, which is .. works with the air conditioner.
and that was a whole nother separate building next to the heating
plant. They have pumps in these ... in the heating plants that move

the water throughout the system. You have smaller equipment that
you might be repalring, like, for some particular individual that

&



JUL-27-2009 09:46 F.009

worked in ... at the facility and they have their own personal alr
conditioner for that particular space,--you know-and then you would
have to work on those kinds. But a pretty big space. It wasn't
It's not the biggest you can find but it was pretty big and a lot
of equipment, a lot of .... a lot of equipment.

J. So how did you psychologically adapt yourself to this new
kind of environment that was very strange, I would assume, as far
as you

v. Um-hum? Um-hum? Well, I tell you, adapting myself to the
environment was not such a difficult thing to me in terms of that
T had always, from when I was very young, being very much
interested in what was happening in the backgrounds of things. So
I would .. I lived near the docks in Manhattan and

J. Back when they were real docks?
Y. Yeah, right.
J. with real ships and real workers?

Y. Yeah, right, um-hum, um-hum and traine geing through there
and trucks and all kinde of stuff . it was veally ... at that time.
And that was always very exciting to me. I would go ... You know?
T was a sort of a tomboy. Whatever that means. but I would go cut
with the boys and we would go to the docks and we would investigate
the .. the trains and the trucks ... that they had back there. So
that that was always something very interesting to me, --you know?--
very intriguing, was finding out what was in the background of
whatever locked really beautiful. You know what I mean? And so I
found it very exciting to be there,--you know--and to finally get
a chance to see it and to ..... I think that the part for me that
was most disappointing was getting there to see it and then being
held back from being able to really

J. EReally learn.

v. learn and really get my hands on it. that was the hardest

part for me. ~ bBut the physitdl gpace itself became oppressive whern
when I felt the ... the ... the holding back of information.
then I didn't want to be there 'cause there were ... You know,
usually in these places ... Well, in this particular plant there
weren't a lot of windows and they were closed. and you'd be
indoors. and sometimes you could be indoors, like, all day,--you
know--and there's no real sunlight. You have to walk outside. And
then we have a space where you're dealing--you know--you're working
with people who are not very are not---who were, for me, not the
most friendly people. &And T don't think that it was very ... I
don't think that it was personal that they were not being friendly.
T think it was--you know--their whole ... I think historically, you
have to lock at the history of apprentices and the .. and also you
have to look at the conditiong of production workers and people who
do construction and maintenance, 'cause I'm in the maintenance
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trade, --and their history--you know?--and the alienation that we
have from our jobs. and then, when you have a boss like the one
that I had, nobody wants to be there. I wasn't the only one. I'm
sure thﬁéfguys didn't want to be there either.

J. How many workers are we talking about on a shift, about?
Y. There were about ... and ... Well, there was a rotating

ghift but there was a day crew. And in the day crew there should
have ben anything ... I think there were like twenty, twenty-five

guys. You know? and then they had ... On the rotating shift there
would be like two ... two men and that would be it, just two.

J. but in a very large space.

Y. In a very large space, yes. Um-hum,

J. What .. Switching over to the Center for the Union,

Y. Um-hum.

J. what was your first experience with the Union when you
decided to do s=omething that we could call organizing in an
informal sense? What's the first kind of action that .. activity
you got involved in?

Y. well .. Okay. Well, I'll tell you. There were a couple of
things. One of the first things was ... was very informal. The
women would get together .... And there were a few women. They

weren't ... We weren't all in the same year apprenticeship,--you
know, --but we would get together and we would go to a coffee shop
and we would talk. And we'd talk about what was happening on the
jobe and what our separate personal experiences were. 50 that was
the first informal thing that ... that we did. The next thing that
happened for me was having to bring a suit against my boss who had
been really abusing me and the other woman that I worked with. He
was extremely abusive. At this point what he had done was he had
tried to keep us from being able to take a get to go on to the next
level and become full fledged mechanics as opposed to Jjust
apprenticeéﬁiﬁéf”théﬁmgaﬁé“.l”Wﬁiﬁh”géVé“ﬁiM‘é tréfierdous amount
of power over us because he could let us go at any .... You know?
At any moment he could just say: Well, they're not working out or
he could do whatever he wanted. We'd loge our jobs. You Know?--g0
he had a tremendous amount of power over us at that point. You
know? and who knows? If he had not done this ... I was really glad
that he did it because if he had not actually gone out of his way
to keep us .. And the way that he did it, 'cause there wag three
apprentices: two of us were women and one a male, and he had .. he
had the least amount of time. and we both had three years and
according to our contract, after having been an apprentice for
three yeara, we were entitled to take the test. We had to have our
apprentice--our ... We had to finish our apprenticeship, which we
had. We had to have our refrigeration license, which both of us
had, and we had to have three years of experience, which they two
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of us had. And the fellow had half of that and didn't have any of
those licenses. Well, we all applied. He was accepted to take the
test. and the day before the test, I found out that the test was
going to happen and he was going for the test and we haven't even
been notified. We haven't even been notified that we can't take
it. You know? so we immediately contacted the Union and the Union
stopped the whole thing. And ... and thank goodness that he did
thim., <You know? there was a letter in our files that said that we
were not ... that we would not be allowed to take the test because
we were not prepared. You know? All of a sudden, a letter appeared
in the fellow's file also, but in the meantime he had been
accepted. You know? but if he had not done that -

J. =0 the Union backed you up on that?

Y. Yes. they ... they had to. It was really so blatant, the
the sexism that was happening was just so blatant.

J. and so you didn't have to do an actual law suit, but you
had to just get the Union to 2?7

Y. Get on their--you know--Ps and Qs and do what they're
supposed to be doing. You know? And it wag only at that point that
they ... that any issue became of the fact that we had not been
trained properly. Sc in my files there is actually a letter that
says, number one, that we had not been trained properly, number
two, that we were allowed ... we were going to be allowed to take
the test and, number three, that there had been overtime that was
given out to the male apprentices that was not given out to us and
so we were entitled to fifty hours ... fifty-three hours of
overtime we could get either in compensation or the money.

J. and did they start doing anything about the training
problems?

Y. You know, I don't know, 'cause by that time we had finished
with our apprenticesghip--you know--so that was out of the question.
we didn't ... Tt was--you know--it wasn't about them--you know--
getting them to train us or anything like that at that point. We
had finished our apprenticeship. We then .. You know, what wag 2o
funny wase that a whole bunch of people took the test, and a whole
bunch of people who had been apprentices in different .. in
different facilities went and took the test . And I knew this one
particular fellow who had just finished getting off a ship where he
was doing this exact same work, came into .. into New York city,
went into the apprenticeship, tock ... toock the test and came out
lagt on the list. and I came out over him,

S8ide Two

Y. Oh, great. Anyway, he ... this guy had ... Okay. this
fellow

J. 7?? you came out where on the test?
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Y. Okay. Well, what happened was this fellow had a tremendous
amount of experience in this field. He came out at the bottom of
the limt and I came out at the top of the list with the least

amount of experience. So that made me feel like--you know ... I was
glad that I made 1it,--you know?--and I felt like I had earned it
just because I had gone ..... had to go through all of this shit.

But I was really pissed and I was really angry and I .. I felt like
this was a real insult because if they had allowed us to take the
teat like we were supposed to be allowed to take the test, maybe
then I wouldn't have passed it and maybe then I would have had to

have for .. for ... Listen! I'm not passing this test because I'm
not getting the ... the training. and who knows? Whatever., Maybe
it wouldn't have happened because there's .. there was ancther

woman I met who was in this trade who, for five years was taking
the test and not passing it for all kinds of reasons that I won't
go into right now. but, I mean, it really felt like an insult that
this fellow who I know had the experience would come out at the
bottom of the list and me, who didn't have the experience, would
come out at the top.”hat really made me know that this was all
about 7?7 thig was all about covering their own ass. It had
nothing to do with me .. being sure that I would be a good
mechanic. You know? BAnd they didn't give a shit. You know? And
when T went to my next job they were trying to tell me that I would
lose my .job because I didn't know how to do my work. and I told g

them, "{'m not going anywhere. I've worked hard, I've earned my
place here and I have a family to take care of. I'm not leaving
this job. 8o forget about it." You know? B~And if we have to go

downtown and go through this all over again I don't mind. I'm
willing to go through it. Because, Jane, I'll tell you. 7You want
to know? the reason why we won this .. this whole suit with the
Union and with the .. with my supervisor in terms of being able to
take the test ,getting back the overtime and getting it written
down that we had been inappropriately trained was because I fought
for that, not so much the Union. but the Union was there, I felt,
from my perspective, for show. You know? And I'm sure thatq{hey
came in and they thought that they did it., But let me tell you, I
made a list of guestions that T wanted to ask about what was going

on. and when we had the meeting with the top ... the top people at
‘my job around these issues I said that T wanted to speak. and when
I got my chande ... I got my chance to gpeédk, they were busy

talking about ships on the horizon and philosoph--philosophically
gpeaking about my life and my job and I wasn't going to be bothered

with that shit. You know? 8o when they ... when I finally got a
chance to speak, I pulled the list our of my pocket and asked very
pointed questions. And they kept ... Like, one of the things with

around this overtime, and they said: Well, you know, he got
he got, like, I don't know how many hours of overtime. Like, in
three years I made, like, maybe forty hours overtime. In a year
and a half he had a hundred and fifty hours overtime. so when I
azked them about why they saild that the reason was because he
wasn't going to school, --you know--'cause he had ?? and he wasn't
going to school. And I said: Well, I only go to gchool on Tuesday
and Thursdays so I'd like to know if, for a year and a half, the
overtime fell on every Tuesday and Thursday? ©Oh, well, we don't
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know that. and I =aid: Well, let's get the paper work. ©Let's get
it down here and let's look at it and let's find out why this man
was able to make a hundred and fifty hours of overtime in a year
and a half and in three years I only have forty hours of overtime?
Did it 7? time every Tuesday and Thursday, because I was out of
achool Mondays, Wednesday and Fridays? I don't understand this.
You know? And the same thing happened on a few other occasions--
vou know--when we were talking with these people. So that T felt
that the reason that we were able to win a lot of that stuff was
hecause I asked those very specific guestions. When they .... When
they talked about us not being able to take the test, I said: I
want to see the contract that we signed that gsaid that we were
supposed to be able to take the test after three years. Why is it
one way for us and a different way for the fellow? I want to know
why? Well, you know, we don't .... bla, bla, bla. I want to see
it in writing. You know? And they were forced, even though they
never answered my questions, they were forced to have to recognize
that if they did not take me seriously that this would go a lot
further than it was going. and plus they also ... My auper--my
immediate supervisor's supervisor was trying to cover for someone
because he had done something seriously wrong. You know? And so
that's why we got what we got. and it was a, Oh, horrible experi--
.. It was a good experience but it was a horrikle ... It made me
really angry to have to go through that. I was really pissed to
have to do that.

J. So after that, did that translate into Union activity for
you?

Y. so what happened was I went ... Like T said, to the second

27 to work and to become a full fledged mechanic. And there 1 was
working with a much larger group. It was a different kind of set
up. I wasn't working in a heating plant. I was working more at a
at a transportation facility. ¥You know? And the equipment was
all over the building. 7You know? And I wasg working in more midtown
Mznhattan. I wasn't working at the airport. and I knew that it
would feel a lot better for me working there because I knew I would
feel a lot better being able to leave the building and walk into
the general community, whereas at the airport I felt very
igelated?? there. . o

J. What kind of transportation?

Y. The Port Authority terminal-bus terminal. And so that the--
vou know ... A lot of people didn't like that place because of the
homeleas and all--what have you,--but it gave me more a sense of
being where the people wers at. You Know?--as oppoesed to being in
this really ghetto kind of environment which I .. I found the
airport to be. the airport is a lot more airy, a lot more light--
you know--that you get because because it's in their own 77 grounds
and not too many tall buildings around it. You know? but here it
was--you know--being out with the people so when I left work I
didn't feel as oppregsed as I
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J. And the dynamic of your work group, was that different;
that allowed you to ?

¥. Oh definitely. I was working at the .. at the .. at the
airport I was working around primarily white men, and at this
facility I was working around primarily black men, --you know, --and
that ... By no means does that translate into not having to deal
with shit, --you know?--by no means. '

J. (laughs)

Y. vou know? But what it did do, it ... it changed the
whole dynamic for me. Number one, I wasn't dealing zo intensely
with the racism--you know--in the same kind of way. These men
understood coppression themszelves. And these white men, by no means
do T think that fhey don't understand oppression. They are
oppressed as workersa. You know? But they have this other

priviIEQE'thatﬁhey can lean on where these black and Latino-mostly
black men-didn't have that privilege. 8o that was something that
wag like a relief to mot have to deal with that so blatantly and so
much. You know? then the other thing was that it was a much
larger crew. I worked with people from different trades altogether

. working altogether. I wasn't working in a heating plant. I was
working at a at a facility that had different tenants. They
handled different kinde of machinery in it, and doesn't have rooms
that wag only the machinery we were working on. We didn't have
boilers here either. And I didn't work with the watch engineers
hardly at all because they worked primarily in the ... in the what
they call the refrigerastion room 'cause you did have air
conditioning. and they worked primarily in there so they worked
geparate from the rest of the crew. Most of the time we didn't see
them. And they worked on rotating shifts where we worked steady
days only. and what happened here was, like I said, I went to work
here and they tried to challenge me for not knowing my mob and I
challenged them right back. and then, while I was working there,
T realized that we had no shop steward. You know? And go I
approached my Union about it and asked them. and we have ... In our
Union we have what they call the ... the ... They do their ... They “f
elect their--or appoint rather, not elect--appoint their ghop
steward so they don't get voted in. the shop stéwards are
appointed by the Union. And so they wanted to appoint me but I told
them no. Let's have an election. And I will take responsibility
for making that happen. You know?

J. All along had you been going to Union meetings?

Y. No. I had not been going to Union meetings because I was
going to school at the Union hall and so when the Union meetings
would come up I would be in the classroom rather than in the
meeting.

J. so when you got on the Port Authority job did you start
going to Union meetings?
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v. I was at the Port Authority job all along, all .. The whole
entire time I was at the Port Authority. But what happened was
that I was .. I was in ... in a lot of contact with the Union and
the Union representative and agents and what have you because I was
there every Tuesday and Thursday, -sometimes Wednegdays and Fridays
ag well, all the time, every week--every wesk 20 T wag .. there was
a lot of .. of contact with these people. So 1 was very familiar
with the space and with the people and with the whole head--you
know--where they were at mentally. So

J. Well, did they agree with this election?

¥, Wwell, they agreed,-he agreed because I did not want to get
appointed. I felt like that would not be good for me and would
"7 it would make my position weak because I had already, right
from the outset, had problems with the men, -right from the
beginning when I first went to this facility because .. As a matter
of fact, when I was an apprentice, the fellows had told me that
once I became a mechanic I wasn't going to have to put up with any
more of this garbage and that I could then perpetrate this garbage
onto the next apprentice, which ie exactly what their mentality is.
and thiz is also not the system. I think that historically,--I
mean, when we look at the history of apprentices, apprentices have
always been shitted on by the mechanics. The next person that
became the mechanic wag then able to sit on the apprentice: "You
carry my tools. You wipe up my shit. You pick up my garbage." You
know? "You clean up the .., the .. the things. I get to make the
fine work and .. and you ?? and whatever little bit I give you,
you be happy with that. And once you become a mechanic, and then
you win. Right?" But here I was at this .. at thig faecility and
T .. we had, like, .. like I =aid, no ... no shop gsteward and =o
they ... they said okay and we had this ... And what I did was I
put up notices all over saying that there was going to be .. You
know? We're gong to hold nominations to put down their--you know--
elections and that they should nominate whoever they wanted to. and
I put down what the stipulations were in order to be able to be
nominated: that you had to be a full fledged Union member, which
everybody was not,--you know?--and a dues paving, full fledged
TInjon. member, - -you know, --and a few other stipulations. I forget
what they were and what they are now. And so I .. I did this. and
I said,--you know--that the elections will be held however many ...
T think it was a month and a half later. Well, lo and behold it
came the day for the electione and nobody nominated anybody,--
nobody, - -myself and another woman. That was it. You know? 5o I
called up the Union on that day and I told them appoint us. Then
I wanted to be ... participate. You know? and they appointed us
and they sent a letter to our to our bosses,--you know?--and we
became the shop stewards.

J. And how do yvou explain the, first of all, on the one hand,
your thinking that you wanted to do this job and that you could do
the job with all these guys and second of all, that ... that you
didn't get discouraged when there's such a lack of participation
that you just said the heck with it,--you know,--and ??
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Y
What do you mean? 7?7

J. Well, how could you be an effective shop steward when
there was o much apathy. I mean, that didn't seem daunting to you
that--you know--you had to say this is going to be rough. It was
a challenge?

Y. Well, what it was ... was, was that I
J. what was driving you along?

Y. I think at that point (laughs) ... I think at that peint
I was beginning to see that, first of all, that we didn't have a
shop steward and I felt like that would be a good experience for
me. I really wanted to be able to get that kind of experience. I
think that was the primary force for me behind the whole thing.
and alse that I could see the injust--justices that were happening,
in particular, to myself, the stuff that was happening to me, and
I felt like somebody's got to be standing here for me. You know?
If I didn't do it for myself--you know--somebody’'s got to be
saying: No. this is not going to be the way that it is. You can't
just do whatever you feel like it whenever you want to. And go I
said, well, let me be the person. What the heck. I'll be the

J. Had you had Union experience before that you recognized
the whole role of the steward and ?

¥. No.

J. Iz that what you learned at the apprentice school? Did
they talk about the ideal way that the Union would function in the
work place and the role of the stewards? Did they educate you
about that?

Y. They did ... they gave us a course on it. I think it was

it lasted, like, one or two days and it was a couple of hours.

80 it wasn't like ... to me, what it ... it felt like a real farce

becaude what happens and what I ... what' T 3eé about tHid is that.

They're not really wanting to encourage people tLo take over. You

know? It's like they want to be the imperial force for ever and
ever and ever,

J.  2? power.

Y. Yeah, right. and so keep it

Y, and keep it amongst them.

Y. And keep it away from them. And if they don't know then
they don't become powerful and they don't begin to challenge what

we're saying. It's like, I would go to meetings--some ... to some
of the Union meetings sometimes and they'd sit there and-you know--
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the guy would mumble whatever he was saying. You couldn't
understand what he was saying. and then they would say we're going
for a vote. all veas .... And everybody would yea, and they
didn't know what the hell they were yeahing about. And there was
never, ever, ever ... I never ever remember anyone saying nea, --
never! and then you'd ask somebody: what wae that about? They
didn't know. they had no idea what they were yeahing. As a matter
of fact, one time they yeahed somebody out of the Union and they
didn't even know why. They didn't even know ?? who it wag got
They ... they threw him right out of the Union and no one had any
idea ms to who the person was, what the problem was and why the
Union was trying to get rid of them. that is a ghame. That ig =
serioug offense---vou know?--to another worker. I think that's a
horrible thing. You know?

J. 8o you'd seen all this but you go ahead and you get
yourself in the position where you're going to be on the front line
of representing the Unien

¥. But
J. and fighting for your coworkers,

Y. But on the other hand, being a shop steward--and this is
what I learned by being a shop steward,--it put me in a much more
powerful position. You know? And gomething that I was not
expecting. That was something I wasn't expecting. But it was =0
nice! I'11 tell you, (chuckles) it was s0 nice because the kind of
power that I got was more in terms of being able to have more
control over myself in terms of .. and being taken seriocusly.
there was no way that they could, like, mot .. disregard me like I
was--you know--a £ly on the wall. You know? when something
and then I .. .. and i was very good. I wasg very goocd. You know?

J. How did vou learn to be good? How ... What .. what .. How

Y. because I think the thing that ...
J. How did you train yourgelfs

Y. I think the thing that made me good is that I bhelieved in
what I was doing and I believe in Unions and I believe that we have
rights. You know? and .. and I think, for me, the biggest force
in terms of ... in terms of taken a stand and in terms of
undergtanding it was actually my experience with the women, with
the women in United Tradeswomen, with the other women and the
things they were talking about, and also beginning to understand
gomething about Unions and what they were supposed to be about and
what they were supposed to be doing. that was ... I .. I actually
did not learn most of that from my Union. I learned it from being
around the women and being around United Tradeswomen and listening *
to other women's stories,--you know --and what .. what was the
regponsibility of a Union. That's how I & learned it, And I really
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believe it. and I =till believe in it even though T think that

. they're a horrible organization. I still very strongly believe in X
the Union and in Union principles., You know? And .. but it was a
very empowering experience to be a shop gteward., You know?

J. Did the other woman become a steward also?

¥. ehe became a steward but then, shortly thereafter, she
left. And she was also working a rotating shift so she was not able
to exercise it the same was I was.

J. Um-hum.

v. And eventually she left and went to another facility and
she was not the shop steward there. You know? and they had ...
Actually, she went to the .. to the facility that I had been at,
that I had just left, and the shop steward there, who was a man,  y-
was the most horrendous, horrific person you ever met. This guy had
five hundred hours of overtime while the other workers had &
hundred and fifty. T mean, this guy was in the boss's office every
day. But he also had very heavy connections in the Union and no
one--no one argued with him, no one disputed him, no one guestioned
... I mean, the guys didn't like it. They thought it was unfair
but they ne--they wouldn't say a word.

J. Well, I'm interested in hearing about some of the
struggles that you had and some of the things that you did to build
solidarity, and also learning about how your relations changed with
the people that you were representing?

Y. Okay. Now, it's very interesting because what I did first
when I became a shop steward was ... this is so funny because we
get this letter that says that now I'm officially the ghop steward,
ard all of a sudden now one of the ... the engineersz comes up to me
and tells me, "Oh well, I wanted to be a shop steward and I would
have been the shop steward. I didn't have ... I don't mind doing
that." and I looked at him sgquare in hiz face and I told him,
nwell, it's too late. (laughs) I'm the shop steward now. and when
vou had an opportunity to do it, you didn't do it. So tough." You
know? and then when I be--once I became a shop steward then it
seemed like a lot of the fellows started beginning .. they
themselvez, like, too the initiative. they s=aid, ©Oh, we have
somebody to protect our rights now. and so they would come to me if
they have .. if they had a problem. You know? and what I found
It was very, very interesting,--you know,--a few thinge that I
found. but one of the things in terms of working with the ... with
the fellows, what I found waz a lot of times the men that I wap
working with, number one, they would complain about something and yx
then not want to take a stand on it,--you know,--and so I would be

.. and T would end up standing up there by myself, --you know--and
gsometimes looking kind of foolish. Number two, that they didn't
want to put things down in writing, --you know--and so I would--you
know--begin the writing process. You know? and ... and then,
number three, that they would not tell me the whole story. they
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would hold things back. You know? and so if .. by not telling
me, -~-and I finally had to .. had to tel them: If you don't tell me
the whole story: the good, the bad, the in between; where you think
you're wrong; where you think that you're right; where they're
wrong; where they're right;--if you don't tell me everything that
when I go up to them I look like an asshole because I don't know
what the hell T'[m defending you about. You know? I'm gaying one
thing and they're telling me: No. this happened. and then you're
standing right there and you're saying, well, yeah--you Know?
Well, why didn't you tell me. excuse me!l--you know,--but I don't
read your brairn. You know? 2and so I had to tell them and they
atill would not do it. They still would not do it. They had a
resigstance. And I think partly it was a resistance to authority,--
vou know--and their own fears. and partly it was ... Partly, T
think, it was also their not wanting te take responaibility for
being a worker. You know? Their unclarity,--their political
unclarity about what it meant to be a worker, and who was the
worker, and who was the boss, and why he was the bosz and what

makes you the worker. You know what I mean? and so a lot of
times-you know--I1'd be arguing a point with the boas and I'd half
the story--you know--of what was going on. And ... and in the end-
-in the end .. It was funny because I .. a lot of the guys,--not a

lot of them but quite a few of them, they would get an--they would
get angry at tme because what happened was I would argue a case for
them and then I would come up with .. with ... Because I was a shop
steward ... It was =0 interesting. because I was a shop steward,
partly, and partly, I think, it was because of my personality and
the way that I presented myself because I didn't play games around
gtuff like this. I was straight up. I didn't .. I didn't take any
favors from the bossgesn. I didn't take any favoritism from the
boss. I toock my place and a worker and that was fine with me. I
didn't want them to give me anything extra unleas I was entitled to
it because that was in the contract for me to get as a shop
steward. Otherwise, I didn't want it. You know? Now, one of the
things I could have done was more overtime than most of the other
guys, but T said no. this is the .. this is the list. this is the
way we're supposed to go. we'll go according to that list., I'm
not going to take money out of these peoples' pockets. You know? So
go what happened was ig that because of that a lot of times the
UL, TthE gupervigore and the bogres, they would--and I-think also

partly because they ... they kind of, like, liked the fellows,--I
mean, some of them--vou know? and this one particular fellow that
I worked with who was ... he had a horrible case, they ... they

liked him, --you know, --and so they were kind of lenient--you know--
on him--you know? and some of the other fellows they were kind of
lenient on. but then what .. what happened is ... was that they
wanted more than that. You know? but they were not willing teo
cooperate with me and so they would on-you know--that's what they
would get. they would get .. whatever they were going teo get, that
wag it. that's what they would get. and so they started blaming
me. they started blaming me for their not getting it or they

started blaming me because .... Like, this one fellow had a record
that was, like, Swiss cheese. You know? He would hardly ever come
ro work. You know? He wouldn't call and he would come in .. when
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he came in he would come in late. You know? T mean, this was a
record that they had been accumulating on him over a period of
three years. the guy had fifteen years working for this company but
in the last three vears he was doing very, very bad, --really very
bad. and I'm loocking at the records and there's no reason I can
argue with them. I can't argue with the records. the facts say
you're not coming imn. You're not .. You're not .. You're not
making a full week any week. VYou know? You're taking over and
above your time allotted for mick days. You're not .. You know?
They asked him: "Liaten! If vou're having a problem go down to the
medical, get yourself medical coverage and--you know--paper work
and what have yeou and tell them that you need ... that you need to
go into a medical strese program, because they had a mental atress
program in place, "and stay out for a few weeks rather than doing
this." Neo, no No. He didn't want to go. He didn't want to .. He
would continue to .. Right after they would ? Okay. well, you have
one day in the street. we're going to keep you out of work for one
day and no pay, the next day he weuld come in late or he wouldn't
pome in either. You know? T mean, it wasg really horrible war the
word. thig guy was really terrible. and I particularly liked this
person and so I would tell him .. I would sit down and talk to him:
"What's the problem? What's going on?" Now, in retrospect, I
think the problem was probably drugs, I think. I'm not sure, but
that's my feeling about it. You know?--looking back, 'cause he was
totally irrational and wouldn't talk,--you know,-till one day I
finally had to tell him: "Ligten! If you were working any place
elge other than here vou'd be in the gtreet. You'd have logt your

job. a long time ageo." You know? We got into a big argument. The
fellows knew what this guy's record was about and still they
insisted that it wase my fault, They also insisted that ... that

I,even though I was stand--I'd be standing there--you know--arguing
their point for them, and even if they were wrong they wanted me to

to get whatever it was that they wanted when I couldn't get
it,--you know?=--and they would blame me. You know? So

J. Did grievances go to the next stage and did you have
gomebody come from the Union who could take the heat off and 77

Y. Well, what I did .. I did have that at one point, but

aoetually Uhibe was a very difficalb-thiiog ageain: And this again ls

a very strong indictment against my Union. What happened was we got

.. there was .. I was the shop steward and then we had one person
that was in charge of all the shop stewards, --you know,--and he was
a reprezsentative of the Unien. He actually worked for the company.
He did not work for the Union., You know? And so he came down, I
got him to comfdown and .. and speak with the fellows and try to
straighten things out, and try to straighten out eve this
particular case T wasg telling you with this .. this fellow, --this
particular fellow. but the Union had not come down, and their
contention was, you don't come to Union meetings so we're not going
to come to you., You know?-which became like a Catch 22 wvicious
cycle because the fellows would may, Well, they don't come to us aoc
why should we go to them? You know?, and now the ..., now the Union
is way.out in .. 1n Richmond Hill, eene. that may not sgeem far
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away for some people, but for a lot of people in was. You know?
I know that it was for me.

J. Is that where they had the Union meetings?

Y. That's where they had the Union meetings. That's where
they had everything there at that .. It used to be in Manhattan but
they relocated out there, I think probably because they have a lot
more Union members that live in Long Island. You know?  And
becauze of the kind of govermmental agency that I worked for we
ware not covered by the NLRB. You know? So anyway, I was able to
get this fellow to com down, I think, once or twice, --you know, --
but no one from the Union would come,--no one. ‘and like I said,
their whole thing was: Well, they don't come to the Union meetings
20 we're not going to come down there to them. Plus, also, a log of
the guye were not full fledged Union memberz. A iot of them were
not full fledged Union members because they didn't trust the Union
because the Union had not come through for them. Aand it became a
really horrible Catch 22 situation because I felt like it was
incumbent upon the Union to take that first stew, -you know,--to
begin to ... that's why they're the organizers. You know? that's
why they're the people that get paid the Union duea, --you know--
because they're supposed to go out there ... come out there on the
gites and encourage the people to continue to want to be Union
members. we're now in the middle of negotiations and they're
getting ready to sell us right down the drain. they're getting
ready to work out some kind of a deal with the Port Authority where
they're going to be ab--where the Port Authority is going Lo be
able to contract the work ocut directly from the Union hall, instead
of being ... instead of their ... instead of it being where people
could come in and get the job,--anyone can come in and get the job
and then become a Union member. In order to get the job with the
POrt Authority you have to go through ... you have to be in the
Union and the U-and then the Union will hire these people out to
the Port Authority for X amount of time until the job is done and
then they would leave and they would go on teo ...

J. I2 there any opposition within the ranks 7?7

. S - We - have - no ranlk - and -file. - There's no rank and file
movement whatscever 7?7 that Unicon, -none whatzscever,
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