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GK: My name is Greg Karnes, and today’s date is January 28th, 2011.  I am 

interviewing Helen Nickum.  I guess we’ll get started.  If you could state your full 
name and where and when you were born. !

Helen My full name is Helen Nickum, no middle name.  I was born on February 4th, 
1928, in Portland, Oregon. !

GK: I guess a good place to start out is to sort of get a sense of your family history.   !
Helen Yes, it goes back to about 1756, a far piece, when a father and three sons 

immigrated from Erzweiler, Germany down the Rhine River to a port in the 
Netherlands to board a ship to America in answer to an ad put in the paper by 
William Penn.  And they landed in Philadelphia or near Philadelphia through 
several different clerks, and the name was spelled differently by the clerks 
because none of the group knew how to write and the genealogy came out with 
several spellings.  So, that’s where my father’s family started.   !

 Both my mother and father’s folks lived in--were raised in Pennsylvania.  My 
father’s folks came across the prairie from Baltimore to Corinne, Utah, where is-- 
near the place where the Golden Spike was planted when the railroads met.  
They ran a hotel there, which was the only brick building in town and a haven for 
when the Indians were uprising.  Some of the chairs from that hotel are still in the 
town library.   !

GK: What were their names? !
Helen Nickum, John Nickum, that was my father’s father, and his mother, Cornelia 

Allen,  had come by railroad from Baltimore, she leaving her husband because 
he was an alcoholic.  He was a barrel maker in Baltimore.  She came there to 
join a sister who had come earlier, and that’s all I know about that.  John did go 
on to Montana and later became a station agent for the railroad in Butte, I think it 
was, Montana, and then lived in Spokane. He had met and married Luella, no, 
Ella, in Corinne.  My father was born in Dillon, Montana. !

GK: Did they have any siblings? !
Helen John, oh, my father, Walter, had several siblings.  He was the youngest.  The 

oldest was Chester, who lived in Pasadena, California; an older sister, Lou, who 
lived in Morro Bay, California; and Elmer, who lived in Berkeley, California. !

GK: So, did they run the hotel? !



Helen No, that was my father’s father, John, and his mother, Cornelia, who ran the 
hotel.   !

GK: Okay.  Continue. !
Helen Ella came from Ohio and wrote poetry, there she is, I have to say there’s a family 

resemblance.  There’s the hotel, the Central Hotel in Corinne.  This picture was 
taken in 1910.   !

GK: Do you know when it was built? !
Helen No, I don’t, probably before 1910. [Laughter] !
GK: And you compiled this book? !
Helen Yes.  Some poems that she had left.  I didn’t collect them, my Aunt Lou collected 

them, and we exchanged correspondence cross country in compiling the different 
categories, and the copyright is in both of our names.  And then, I filed a 
copyright to the book, which I did. !

GK: Is there any particular poem that you really enjoy? !
Helen Yes, there’s one. !
GK: Do you want to read it or talk about it? !
Helen Well, this was written in 1870, age 16, she wrote “Angels of Temperance,” before 

prohibition.  There’s one–she wrote about holidays and events.  Some of the 
poems were published in newspapers of the time, but I haven’t followed through. !

GK: She started writing poems at an early age. !
Helen Yes, she did.  I’m looking for one with a footnote.  Here it is.  There’s George 

Washington.  No, there aren’t any favorites.   !
GK: Is writing poems something that got passed down? !
Helen Yes, it did.  My dad enjoyed reading poems, and his favorite author was Robert 

Service, who wrote about Alaska and early Portland. !
GK: Is there anything else, that your dad’s parents maybe, that they passed on to 

your dad and his siblings? !
Helen Yes, my dad was hard of hearing, and he inherited that from his mother.  And my 

sister, my only sister, and I always wondered which of us was going to inherit that 
deficit, and neither of us did, so we were very grateful for that.  It was a handicap 
to him. 



!
GK: Um-mm.  Any personality traits? !
Helen He liked to laugh.  He was always in a good mood. !
GK: A good trait. !
Helen Yes, it was.  And he was a steelworker by trade.  He worked, well, from Spokane 

he spent some time working for his uncle on a sheep ranch in Montana, and then 
he rode the rails, in fact, that was the way people got around in those days was 
hitching a ride on a boxcar to come to Portland.  I don’t know where my mother 
was at that point.  They met and married in Spokane, and my sister was born in 
Missoula, Montana.  He worked in a copper mine in Anaconda, not in the mine 
itself, on the tower, on the chimney to the mine.  He climbed, which led him into 
the steelworker career.  And I guess they came to Portland, to join Mother’s 
family who had landed here, in search of work and lived several blocks apart 
during the Depression.  I lost my train of thought regarding my dad. !

GK: Well, we could probably step back a little bit.  Do you know anything about your 
mom’s parents on the other side of your family? !

Yes: Yes, she was born and raised in either Lewistown or Yeagertown, Pennsylvania, 
this is central Pennsylvania, up the Susquehanna River.  Her mother, Harriet 
McDonald, was married twice.  Her father, last name McClenahen, worked in the 
axe factory there.  He had been a soldier in the Civil War, and died shortly 
thereafter but not until they had another son, Earl Bell.  Her mother married 
again, a painter named Guy Hale, and had another child who was a half-sister to 
them, whose name was Isobel.  My mother’s name was Charlotte, my father’s 
name was Walter and middle name John.   !

GK: Okay. !
Helen The family came to Washington by way of Canada looking for work, and my 

grandmother worked as a cook for a fraternity in Pullman, Washington.  So, she 
raised or supported the children from then on as a seamstress, she was a men’s 
tailor and worked for Lipman Wolfe here in Portland– !

GK: So, she had moved down to Portland. !
Helen Yes, prior to Mother and Father’s joining them.  She died at age 75 while she was 

still actively employed. !
GK: And this is your grandmother. !
Helen Yes, she was sort of short.  Both my father and mother’s mother came to 

Portland, and when I was about four there’s a picture of me with both 
grandmothers and Mother.   



!
GK: Do you still have that photo? !
Helen Yes, I do. !
GK: That’s nice.  Do you remember any specific qualities about your grandmother? !
Helen Yes, she had very dark, almost black eyes that sparkled when she talked.  She 

was a good cook, she taught my mother how to cook.  She also taught my 
mother how to sew.  I didn’t learn from my mother how to sew, but I did take 
sewing lessons, both in college and after I graduated.  I don’t know how I missed 
that, probably because my mother made all my clothes during the time I was in 
college.  I worked my way through college with the exception of clothes, which 
my father paid for and my mother made. !

GK: Well, how did your parents meet?  Did they meet– !
Helen No, they met in a dance hall outside of Spokane.  And Mother–I don’t know why 

she got there because she never really danced, but Dad loved to dance and he 
taught me how to dance.  He actively pursued Mother, and they married shortly 
after they met, as far as I know.   !

GK: What time was this? !
Helen Oh-h, I’ve got to get more information. !
GK: Okay, that’s fine.  Would you say probably early 20's or–? !
Helen I was born in ‘28, my sister was born in ‘20, so it was before 1920, and she had a  

boy born dead before my sister was born and three failed pregnancies between 
my sister and myself.   !

GK: Okay.  And so, at this point was your dad still working in the steel industry? !
Helen No, he worked on bridges and buildings and dams.  He worked on more than one 

of the coast bridges that were built during the Depression but before the WPA 
went into effect, and he was employed on the Bonneville Dam, which was the 
first of the Columbia River dams.  That was when he stopped smoking.  I was 
known as what would have been known as a construction baby, where the family 
usually followed the wage earner, but Mom didn’t like to travel.  So, they rented a 
house here in Portland, and Dad traveled during the week, either commuting 
daily if it was close enough, and coming home on weekends.  So, I was really 
lucky as a construction baby living in one place. !

GK: Not having to live down by Bonneville Dam, probably wasn’t much there. !
Helen But that’s when he stopped smoking.  He decided in the car that he would stop 



smoking, and he threw a half a pack of cigarettes out the window to celebrate the 
fact, and all the guys were upset to think he wouldn’t give them the cigarettes.  
But he never smoked after that.   !

GK: Was there a specific decision for why? 
Helen He just decided that he wouldn’t smoke anymore, and he was very upset when I 

started smoking as a teenager. My mother had found cigarettes in my coat 
pocket. !

GK: Getting in trouble? !
Helen Well, I didn’t start really smoking until I went to college.  That was one thing I 

learned in college.  To follow up on that, I stopped ten years ago.  I was very 
grateful that I did.   !

GK: Good.  How else did the Great Depression affect your parents in sort of day-to-
day life or– !

Helen Oh, yes, it affected everyone.  We were never on welfare, they called it welfare 
then.  They would call it food stamps and government aid, I think, now, if you 
qualify for it.  I don’t know how we survived.  I remember getting an orange for 
Christmas one time, and was very thankful for that.  We had cornmeal mush for 
dinner from time to time.  When I was in a lower grade in elementary school, I 
was hit by a car and carried on its bumper for a block carrying a jar of green 
beans to school to give to those who had less than we did.  I didn’t report that at 
home, but a neighbor girl who was walked me to school told her mother who told 
my mother and that accounted for my illness and missing about a term of school, 
which I made up later on by skipping a grade. [Laughter]  But I had leg aches 
from that accident. !

GK: I can imagine. !
Helen And I was treated at OHSU, but I don’t know whether I was ever hospitalized 

there.  My uncle, who was a doctor, taught there, and that’s probably why I went 
there. !

GK: Okay. !
Helen But the man who hit me was caught, but he didn’t have insurance and he didn’t 

have any money, so nothing ever happened. 
GK: He didn’t have to pay for any of the medical costs?   !
Helen No. !
GK: That’s a shame. !
Helen Yes. 



!
GK: And was that here in Portland? !
Helen That was across Union Avenue, which is now Martin Luther King. !
GK: Over here on the east side. !
Helen I went to both elementary school and high school in Portland.  Highland Grade 

School, which is now Martin Luther King grade school, and Jefferson High 
School, which was one of the largest schools at the time and one of the best 
ones.  It served a working class region.  My immediate neighborhood was of 
German and Russian parentage, many of whom were in the sanitary, garbage 
business. !

GK: Okay, and was this your home over sorta by MLK on the east side? !
Helen Yes, uh-huh.   !
GK: Okay, so how–did any of your grandparents’ religious or political beliefs transfer 

down to your parents?  Or what were their–the families? !
Helen They were more political than religious.  My dad was a strong union man, coming 

from his $2-a-day wage on the chimney in the copper plant.  His family were 
always Democrats.  Same thing with Mom.  She wasn’t as political as Dad was.  I 
guess I was probably more political than anybody.   !

GK: Yeah, yeah.  So, there wasn’t any political friction in the family? !
Helen No, we all agreed with each other.   !
GK: [Laughter] !
Helen Religion.  My grandmother had attended the Christian Science church at one 

time, and I did, too, in high school.  When I got to college, I attended several 
events or several church events by the Christian Scientists, but they refused to 
allow me to join the church because I smoked.   !

GK: Really. !
Helen So, I stopped going to Christian Science church. !
GK: So, that was an actual policy by the church. !
Helen Apparently it was, at that church at that time.   !
GK: Was that common or–? !



Helen I had never heard of it before.  I took a course there, there being the University of 
Oregon, I’d gotten a scholarship out of high school, a state scholarship.  I wanted 
to major in math and business, but I got stuck by calculus.  I should have said 
stopped by calculus.  Have you ever taken calculus? !

GK: I’ve tried on several occasions, yeah. !
Helen You understand my view. !
GK: Yeah, it’s difficult. !
Helen So, I changed my major to business, and I took about every course in the 

business school, majoring in retail merchandising.  I worked simulation day as a 
clerk in Meier & Frank, now Macy’s, in Portland, and decided I couldn’t stand all 
day because of congenital foot problems.  So, I changed my major again.  That 
was–in the meantime, I was running out of money to pay for another year.  I did 
run for vice president of the student body as a junior at the University of Oregon, 
knowing that I didn’t have enough money to be vice president the following year 
in case I was elected, but fortunately they elected a coalition government at the 
time.  Clay Meyers, who became secretary of state, was on the other losing side 
of the coalition, and he never won an election, he was always appointed, and I 
didn’t know that till years later.  He died just very recently. !

GK: Well, how was your parents’ relationships with you and your sister? !
Helen My sister was eight years older than I was, and until I got into college we fought.  

She was away from home during the time that I was growing up.  She’d gone to 
live with our aunt in an apartment across town because my aunt had been ill, and 
she married, had her own family.  I was essentially raised an only child. !

GK: What was your childhood like?  What were your interests? !
Helen Well, I did a lot of things with paper dolls.  I wanted to be a dress designer.  Well, 

that was one thing.  Later on, I wanted to be a pilot, for which I was taking math. !
GK: Right. !
Helen I graduated seventh in my class in high school, having been on the honor roll for 

four years and having earned the coveted lamp pin with a diamond in it.  A lamp 
pin itself in the shape of Aladdin’s lamp was earned for the first year you were on 
the honor roll.  A pearl was added for the sophomore year, a ruby for the junior 
year, then the diamond. !

GK: Okay. !
Helen I received the certificate of citizenship as an eighth grader out of elementary 

school.  It was an American Legion award.  I think it was helped because I had a 



crush on the civics teacher, who was a woman and also the librarian, and I 
volunteered for the library.     !

GK: That’s a good award. !
Helen But I was very homesick as a freshman in college, and I remember mailing my 

laundry home to get it washed.  I’d never heard that recently from any college 
student. !

GK: Was it cheaper to send it than– !
Helen I guess it was.  We didn’t have facilities and there were no public washing 

facilities, so I just mailed it home and got it back again.  I just remembered that. !
GK: It must have been nice to get a package of clean clothes. !
Helen I lived in a cooperative.  There were four co-ops on campus.  We hired–each 

house hired a housemother and cook, but we pooled our resources and bought 
in bulk for all the houses.  There were four houses, three women’s houses and 
one male house, co-op.   !

GK: So, these weren’t like sororities or fraternities. !
Helen No, but we rented the house and lived as a sorority or a fraternity would, and a 

committee selected new residents based on a set of qualifications.  Once every 
term the house closed at midnight and we spent the rest of the night cleaning the 
house from top to bottom.  My last year there, junior year, I was duty chairman, 
identifying who was going to do what chore, like breakfast cleanup or lunch 
preparation or– !

Tape 1, Side 2 !
GK: –maybe talk about if there are any memories that really impressed upon you, 

maybe when you were in grade school or junior high. !
Helen We didn’t have junior high in those days.  It was grade school and high school.  I 

remember always being the tallest girl in the class, and a “brain.”  People called 
me “the brain.”  Oh, I do remember.  In eighth grade I decided that I would tell 
everybody that I’d read the dictionary, and they believed me.   !

GK: That would be quite the task. [Laughter] !
Helen I don’t know how I got away with that. !
GK: Well, if they believed you, that’s all that matters. [Mutual laughter] So, were there 

any teachers that really—you had spoken about a librarian or a teacher– !



Helen Yes, Miss Veit, V-e-I-t, she was a slender lady with slightly red hair, red and gray, 
very tiny person.  And she loved the kids, and they loved her back.   !

GK: What did she teach? !
Helen She taught civics as well as the library.   !
GK: Was there any–you had said you had played a lot with paper dolls.  Was there 

any other hobby that you had as you got a little bit older? !
Helen Oh, I did a lot of babysitting, and when I earned enough to buy a bicycle, I bought 

a green Schwinn, balloon-tired, Sears, Roebuck bike, and I rode it all over town 
with any of the neighborhood kids that I could corral.   

GK: How old were you when you got the– !
Helen About 11. !
GK: So, you were babysitting at a pretty young age. !
Helen Yes, I was.  And a little girl up the street used to call me “Helen Hiccup,” and 

she’d say, “Helen Hiccup, why do you wobble in back when you walk?  I was not 
amused. !

GK: I don’t blame you.  So, what other–was this considered chores, or what other 
things did your parents have you do, or was that on your own? !

Helen Oh, I never got paid for doing any housework, but I was asked to help and I did.  I 
did a lot of reading besides the homework.  I know it took me a long time to get 
through Les Miserables. !

GK: Yeah, I was gonna--what kind of books did you enjoy reading? !
Helen Everything.   !
GK: Did you stay up to date with the new novels, or was it more older--? !
Helen It was classics.   !
GK: And this was when you were starting high school? !
Helen Yes.  I started high school the first year of the war, of the second World War, and 

I graduated in ‘45, which was the June before the war ended in August in the 
Pacific.   !

GK: How did that affect you, starting high school right when– !
Helen We followed the war.  I had a large scrapbook that I kept pictures of and read 



about.  The senior year a lot of the boys in the class signed up, graduated in 
absentia.  Some never came back.  My sister got married during that time.  It was 
during the time of rationing, tires were rationed, shoes were rationed. I went to 
work at age 14 for Fred Meyer, and I earned 47-1/2 cents an hour as a clerk in a 
working-class neighborhood, working persons’ neighborhood, with lines to the 
back of the store.  We did our own bagging and counted red coupons and blue 
coupons and sugar coupons and butter coupons in addition to making change.  
That was–I don’t remember how long I worked for them.  In the summertime it 
was a full-time job, but I also did it after school. !

GK: And you were 14 when this– !
Helen When I started working. !
GK: And you had been babysitting before then, so you had been working for– !
Helen And then when I was a junior in high school, I started typing for the US Maritime 

Commission at Swan Island, typing ditto masters, which was a piece of paper 
with another purple sheet behind, and the impression of the typewriter key put 
the character’s impression on the back of the first page, then that was processed 
by a fluid and copies made from that master.  And the purple impression was 
really a powder that was activated by the fluid.  The powder seeped into 
everything I owned, everything.  I had it in the seams of my slips.  My mother 
made me a smock that I could wear to protect against the purple. !

GK: Oh, probably end up all over everything you owned.  Do you remember what kind 
of things you were typing for them? !

Helen Ship specifications.   !
GK: I can imagine those were in demand at the time. 
Helen Oh, yeah.  Swan Island built tankers versus the Liberty ships that were built at 

Oregon Shipyard.  I also worked there after I graduated for the summer before I 
went to college.  And that summer I worked in the engineering department next to 
the office that handled the christening process.  And there I ran across blueprints 
that were made by cousins, W. C. Nickum & Sons, in Seattle, who were one of 
the two naval architects in the country at that time.  When I asked my dad about 
it, he said, “Oh, that’s your rich relative.”  Well, fairly recently within the past 20 
years, we made contact with that branch of the family, and had very good 
relationships.  I ran across Cousin George at CH2M Hill when I was working 
there, and enjoyed a short chat.   !

GK: That must have been nice. !
Helen Yes, it was. !
GK; So, was a lot of work around that time related in some way to the war effort? 



!
Helen Yes, everything was.  There was so much concentration on it among the civilians, 

as opposed to the current situation, which is diametrically different, at least in my 
experience. !

GK: Did any other family members work? !
Helen My sister Lois worked in the Commercial Shipyard.  She met and married Rudy, 

whose last name was Rudolph, my nephew Phil’s father, who died of polio.  She 
had previously married a sailor whose last name was Phillips, who was among 
those visiting Portland for Fleet Week, a Portland Rose Festival event.  My folks 
managed to get that marriage annulled.  A small crisis occurred when Rudy 
wanted to–and did--name the newborn baby Phillip because of the similarity in 
name to her earlier marriage, of which, I believe, Rudy may have been unaware.  
Then, she married once again when Phil was about nine !

GK: Okay.  Was it common for your classmates to also be working just in general or 
with the war effort or–at that time? !

Helen Um-mm.  I was too busy to notice because I was working a half shift when I was 
a senior, and that was still carrying a full load and keeping my grades up. !

GK: Did you have time to join any school clubs or– !
Helen I joined the Library Guild.  I remember running for president, and I lost by one 

vote.  At our 50th high school reunion, Betty Jane [Warnock Fernea, not a 
published author and retired instructor in women’s studies at the University of 
Texas], who was my opponent, said that she voted for herself.  And I said, “Well, I 
was being polite, and I voted for you.”  That taught me that in politics you always 
vote for yourself.   !

GK: That’s a good lesson to learn. !
Helen That’s right.  I also joined the Young Democrats, and met Monroe Sweetland, 

who was a prominent figure in Oregon politics.  He owned a little newspaper out 
in Milwaukie, and was very active in the Democratic Party and very encouraging 
to students.  And I joined that group in college also.   !

GK What activities did you guys do as a part of the Young Democrats?  Campaign 
work? !

Helen No, I don’t remember doing any campaign work.  We just went to meetings.  I 
remember trying to start a branch of the Americans for Democratic Action, ADA, 
which was considered to be very far, left wing, in college.  But we investigated all 
the organizations on campus.  There weren’t enough nights in the week for us to 
meet.   !



GK: Really. !
Helen So, we decided that we wouldn’t do that.  Nobody would come. !
GK: Too busy, everybody.  Would you say that joining–or being a part of these clubs 

influenced your politics, or did you join these clubs because your politics were 
already forming or formed at this point? !

Helen I think the latter is probably true.   !
GK: Okay.  And that was related to your family’s– !
Helen I think so. !
GK: Reading that you did at the time. !
Helen Yes.   !
GK: I guess a better question would be what was the biggest influence on you to 

becoming involved with the Democratic Party? !
Helen I think it was just the family.  We were strongly in favor of Roosevelt’s fireside 

chats.  We idolized him as a matter of fact. !
GK: Did you and your family listen every week when he came on? !
Helen Yes.   !
GK: Do you remember any particular ones that made a big impact on you?   !
Helen Any political figures? !
GK: Yeah, or any specific fireside chat.  Was there a moment where you– !
Helen No, no.  I remember at the time that when he died the whole nation was into a 

week-long slump, unprecedented; a whole week of mourning was the worst I’ve 
ever witnessed.  I think it was determined that that would never happen again 
because it was so profound. !

GK: Okay.  Why, I remember you mentioning that you were graduated in the top 
seventh of your class? !

Helen I was just ranked seventh in my high school class. !
GK: Okay, Can you tell me a little bit more about some of the academics like what 

classes interested you in high school? !



Helen My neighbor, her name was Marian, and I sort of competed in grades, which I 
wouldn’t recommend.  It was too tough on both of us.  We worked for grades.  It 
gave us a lot to talk about.  I wasn’t very active physically.  I got excuses from 
gym, probably because of all the leg aches that I’d had early on.  I didn’t belong 
to choir nor the drama club nor–I was pretty much a loner, I think, in high school.  
I was friendly but not socially minded.  I didn’t date.  There weren’t too many guys 
around to date as a matter of fact–in wartime.   !

GK: Right.  So, you graduated right around the time that the president died.   !
Helen Yes, ‘45.  He died in April, and the war was over in May–no, E-day was a year 

before.  In August the war in the Pacific ended. !
GK: What was your personal experience with that?  You had mentioned earlier that 

was sort of a week of mourning.  What was your– !
Helen Funk. !
GK: Really. 
Helen Yes.  Not much to say about that.  Really bad. !
GK: Rough time.  Okay.  Let me see here.  So, as you were going to high school you 

were working, it seems, like quite a bit. !
Helen Yes. !
GK: Would you say that working so much made it a lot harder to go to school? !
Helen No, no, huh-uh.  I got my homework done.  Next year, my junior year in high 

school, I worked in a cannery, a green bean cannery, out on Columbia Boulevard, 
in the payroll department.  It was owned by a German Jewish refugee couple, 
Max Lehmann and his wife, who got their money out before Hitler took over or 
while he was taking over.  Their older daughter, Marianne, was one of my high 
school “best friends.”  They bought the farmlands that the Japanese had left after 
being interned.  And I guess they got ‘em from the government.  That was my first 
lesson in discrimination, wholesale discrimination.  They were glad to have my 
typing and shorthand help in forming the written language because they weren’t 
entirely fluent in English.  One of the men who refugeed out with them had been 
an attorney in Germany, and he was the payroll master.  They had day laborers 
from Skid Road to work in the fields, and they were paid at the end of every day 
in cash, so I was the clerk that paid them every day in cash.  And I remember 
they–there was a building across the street, it was a facility that killed and 
processed meat and it burned down and it stunk up the whole neighborhood. 
{Laughter] !
Oh, that year there was a headline in the Oregonian that there had been 30 clear 
days that year in Portland.   



!
GK: That’s all? !
Helen That’s all.  It rained in Portland. !
GK: I thought it was bad now.   !
Helen It’s nothing compared to what it was then.  And one of the guys in my math class 

later went to work for Bonneville Administration as a mathematician, and I 
discussed this weather phenomenon with him later at a reunion, and he said that 
statistically it was no different from any other year, it just seemed that way. !

GK: But when they print that in the–see it in writing it would be a lot more jarring, I 
would think. !

Helen That’s right.   !
GK: I wanted to ask you.  You had mentioned, and there was also a picture in the 

folder that you gave me, of the Tik Tok diner.  Was this–did you work there during 
high school, was this another--? !

Helen Yes.  That was during college for two summers, the two, first summers in college 
paid for the whole year.  I went through all of college–because I wrote everything 
down that I spent–for $2,000.   !

GK: Uh-huh. !
Helen But that did not include my clothes.  But I found that amazing compared to 

today’s high debt that students incur in trying to get just an education.  
Unbelievable.   !

GK: It is.  So, you paid entirely from your summers’ working.   !
Helen Yes, almost.   !
GK: Could you tell me a little bit more about what that experience was like, working–? !
Helen Oh, well.  I worked for the Department of Agriculture counting holes in filbert nuts.  

I did ironing for a lady who didn’t like to iron.  I worked in the library for 50 cents 
an hour.  I worked everywhere I could, just to pay for–and then, my last year at 
Oregon, no, Oregon State, I stayed out a year after my junior year because I 
didn’t have any money.  So, when I went back to college I went back to a different 
school, Oregon State University.  It was called Oregon State College then.  They 
named it “university” after I left.  Someone stole all the money that I had left for 
spring term that year.  And it made the front page of the paper, the Oregonian– !

GK: Oh, really. 



!
Helen “Co-ed loses funds.”  Well, in the mail I got half of it back anonymously in the mail 

because of the story in the paper.   !
GK: From people reading about it? !
Helen And enclosing the money was a piece of school-type paper, and it turned out that 

somebody–an attendant in the gym, the money was stolen from purses that were 
parked on the ping pong tables during a golf session, a golf lesson, class.  And 
someone thought to look through the yearbooks of the high school seeing if they 
could recognize two fellas that they had noticed in the gym that day, and did 
recognize them.  And it turned out to be the football coach’s son and a ward that 
he had taken in who led his son down devious ways in terms of stealing things 
from young women.  And I got the rest of it back and an apology.  And I also had 
a personal guided tour through lower campus to find the cigarette lighter that they 
had stolen.  I was lucky in getting everything back versus other women–well, one 
girl in particular who lost a necklace and never got it back.  But that was very 
different from these days when you never see anything– !

GK: Um-mmm. !
Helen So, I was grateful.  I had just cashed in the last of the bonds that I had bought 

when I was in high school to pay for spring term, and it really was the last money 
I had, and not only that but I got a 4-point my last term in college. !

GK: During all this? !
Helen Yes, so I think I was very fortunate. !
GK: Like you said, you usually wouldn’t get that back.  Well.  If you could tell me a 

little bit about starting out at college, maybe what you thought, at the time, what 
you thought your future was gonna be like? !

Helen Well, I knew I had to be able to support myself, to learn enough to support myself 
in case I never got married.  And I did.  And didn’t.  My psychology professor 
always degraded women, scoffing at their being there at college only to find a 
husband.  And I always hated that man for the way he spoke.  He didn’t have to 
do that. !

GK: Did you ever speak to him about this? !
Helen No.  There was a time in the business school when we had to do a term of work 

for some department on campus  just for the experience.  Well, I had worked so 
many places, doing so many things before I got to college, that I wrote an 
extensive poem as the paper for my final exam for that class.  And I’ve got it 
somewhere in my poetry file.   !



GK: How old were you when you started writing poetry? !
Helen Oh, sometime in high school, I think.  Teenage. !
GK: What were some of your favorite things to write about? !
Helen Gibberish.  Nothing like that. !
GK: And did this continue on through college, I imagine? 
Helen No, I was too busy in college.  Just from time to time.  Amateur. !
GK: Okay.  So, you had started out, you had said, as a math major.   !
Helen Yes.  And then I switched to business, and then to secretarial science.  That was 

at Oregon State, which offers a degree in Secretarial Science.  But I had taken 
Spanish, which was the only difference; my degree was bachelor of arts because 
of that.  I typed the thesis for my Spanish teacher that he got his master’s degree 
for.  I also typed the history of jazz for Ted Hallock, a campus politician at the 
time–he was a prominent legislator later on.  I don’t remember how he knew I 
would type for others or how I met him. !

GK: Did you find that your previous experience, being a math or a business major, 
helped out later on in your career? !

Helen Oh, yes.  I knew I wanted to be a secretary, and I ended up–I’ve been typing ever 
since. !

GK: What is something about that that you particularly liked, or was it sort of a slow 
transition from business? !

Helen No, it was being needed and helpful.  At Swan Island I took dictation from Henry 
Kaiser’s son, Edgar– !

Tape 2, Side 1 !
GK: –when you were younger that may have influenced your choices? !
Helen Yes, and the work at Swan Island included typing the inventory after the war was 

over of the entire shipyard and accompanying the report by chauffeur to the 
airport to send it back to Henry Kaiser in Washington, DC, and that was my first 
experience in meeting a deadline, which followed me all through my work life. 

GK: [Laughter] Did this specific job contribute to your interest in–you had mentioned 
that you liked working as a secretary because it was something you felt was 
needed? !

Helen Yes, I was very needed, and I admit--later employers who employed secretaries, 
only those secretaries who could take shorthand, because they could take notes 



quickly and complete the correspondence that they needed to have done more 
efficiently than by dictating to a machine because of the personal feedback that a 
secretary usually provided. !

GK: Was there any other–any parts of other jobs that you had that led you in that 
direction in college or away from business and math towards secretarial work? !

Helen Well, I don’t know how to answer that. !
GK: Well, I guess it would probably be that job that would be most influential to that. !
Helen Well, yes, it was.   !
GK: Could you maybe talk about how it felt to be working so hard to pay your way 

through college and also keeping up a very high grade point average? !
Helen That was just what had to be done, the only way it could happen. !
GK: [Laughter]  Was there a sort of a sense of relief when you found out what you 

wanted to be doing? !
Helen No, I just went ahead and did it.  When I ran out of money, I visited my folks, who 

were living at Hanford, the atomic energy installation in eastern Washington.  
While there, I applied for and was hired by the Guy F. Atkinson and J. A. Jones 
Construction Company, that’s Atkinson, A-t-k-I-–s-o-n, who had a contract with 
General Electric, who in turn had a contract with the Atomic Energy Commission.  
GE was the prime contractor.  Working in construction, I lived in the dorm in 
North Richland and traveled 30 miles into the restricted area every morning and 
30 miles out at night.  I worked in the heavy equipment department.  I learned to 
swear there.  Every word, every other word they uttered, was a swear word.   !
I didn’t get paid for traveling in and out of the restricted area.  Maybe other crafts 
did.  In any event, I helped by writing a poem, to instigate the formation of a 
union for the clerks to include travel time.  So, the other crafts must have done 
that or we wouldn’t have been successful in doing it.  Actually, I had returned to 
college before the union was actually well under way.  I learned later that the 
man who came from Portland to organize it, took off with all the dues, and he 
was caught later in Chicago with the money.   !

GK: Was this your first experience in working within a union or trying to–? !
Helen No, when I was at Swan Island I joined the Office and Professional Employees 

Union, where the initiation fee was $5 a month, $5 to join.  I then took a 
withdrawal card when I went to college, and it stood me in good stead when I 
went to work much later for the Amalgamated Transit Union, where the initiation 
fee was $100, which I didn’t have to pay because I had previously taken a 
withdrawal card.  And I thought their bookkeeping was very good that the Office 



Employees had a record of that. !
GK: And that was back– !
Helen Yes, this was years later, actually 42 years later.   !
GK: I guess that was a nice surprise. !
Helen It was.   !
GK: So, when you were working up at Hanford, this was before you had graduated. !
Helen That’s right.  That was after my junior year.  And– !
GK: How long were you up there? !
Helen That summer and the year following, until September of 1949.  But I returned 

after I graduated to visit my folks, and at that time IBM was hiring an office 
manager or a secretary for their newly formed office.  They had handled that 
account out of the Spokane office up until that time, but they were installing the 
first 604 mainframe computer at the Atomic Energy Commission, which required 
a whole room to hold the equipment and air conditioning.  That was the dawn of 
the computer age, mainframe age.  They also had two other divisions, electric 
typewriters and time clocks, of which–the time clock division–they later disposed 
of, or sold, I think.   !

GK: And you went to work for IBM.  And was this around Hanford or in Hanford? !
Helen It was in North Richland, Richland and North Richland.  I lived in Richland, and I 

remember shipping my bicycle up there to North Richland.  No, it wasn’t North 
Richland, it was north–the uptown section of Richland, so it was on one level.  
North Richland was up on the bluff.   !

GK: Okay.  And you started working there after you graduated. !
Helen Yes.  I was hired in, but I was returned to Salem to train for the job, and I was 

very upset when I got to Salem to learn that I wasn’t going to be paid–they would 
pay me for training, but they wouldn’t pay living expenses.  So I lived in an attic 
by the railroad track because I didn’t have enough money to buy a pair of hose, 
of silk stockings.  Having just graduated, I had spent all my money, and I was 
lucky it was summertime because I didn’t–I could go barelegged. !

GK: So, what was the training experience like? !
Helen Well, the Salem manager was being trained at the same time by a woman who 

traveled down from Portland, and I think she got her expenses paid, her living 
expenses paid.  I never forgave IBM for that.  Also, I learned later that the man 



who was the Salem manager/clerk, clerk I guess, was paid for overtime, and I 
couldn’t work overtime in Washington because there was a law that said that 
women who worked in manufacturing could not work over 40 hours a week. !

GK: Wow. !
Helen This law was–existed in Washington, DC when I got there much later on.   !
GK: Was it common throughout the whole country to have that– !
Helen Um-mm?  They were finally, as a result of the women’s movement, they were 

finally changed.  But I would clock in–by time clock–in the morning and clock out 
at the regular time at 5 o’clock, sit down and go back to work. !

GK: Really. !
Helen I did it all the time because the volume of work was so huge, and there was only 

one person in the office and that was me.  And the manager was off selling 
equipment somewhere else, and the technicians were out repairing equipment or 
solving problems on the equipment.  And I had to repair–prepare 29 reports 
every month to ship off to some location, either in California or New York, of 
activities in our region.  I started experiencing nosebleeds at night.  I was allergic 
to sagebrush, and there’s a lot of sagebrush in eastern Washington.  I quit the job 
and came back to Portland. !

GK: How long did you work there? !
Helen A little over a year. !
GK: And how old were you? 
Helen About 19. !
GK: How old were you when you graduated college? !
Helen Well, that was it, 19.  I graduated in 1950, maybe I was older than that.  I was 

born in ‘28.  So, what’s that?  22.   !
GK: Okay. !
Helen Okay, I was 22.   !
GK: I was wondering if you maybe skipped more years that you were graduated by 

19.  But 22's the average. !
Helen Okay.   !
GK: So, did you quit that job because of the unpaid overtime and the nosebleeds? 



!
Helen I had asked for a raise, which I got after I gave notice.   !
GK: Do you think they did that because you gave notice? !
Helen No, it was in the process.  It had to be approved by New York.  So, it just 

happened.  I was promoted to supervisor, and didn’t have anybody to supervise.  
But that was the way their wage schedule worked. !

GK: How did you feel coming away from that experience? !
Helen Like I was escaping.  The woman who took my place was one of two that took my 

place.  I don’t know where the other person sat because the office was so tiny, 
but she couldn’t handle it all.  I had done the work of two people.  That was pretty 
obvious.   

GK: So, you moved back to Portland. !
Helen Yes, and my folks were still at Hanford, so I lived in the house all by myself. !
GK: And how old were you at this–? !
Helen 22. !
GK: 22 when you moved back? !
Helen To Portland.  I went to work as a legal secretary.  I’d never worked as a legal 

secretary before.  It was a new law firm.  The senior partner had been an 
assistant secretary of the interior, in the Department of Interior, under Truman, 
and he was instrumental in the TVA project, Tennessee Valley Authority.  And it 
was his idea when he left the department to come to Oregon to create a 
Columbia Valley Authority and run for the Senate.  And he brought his wife and 
two children with him.  His marriage was in trouble at the time.  His wife agreed 
to stay with him for a year to help establish the firm, and then she went back to 
Washington and subsequently married Supreme Court Justice Willliam Douglas. !

GK: Really. !
Helen She would read his letters at lunchtime to another staff member while they were 

having lunch, and I lunched with them from time to time. !
GK: So, you got to hear his letters? !
Helen Yes.   !
GK: Were you his personal secretary? !
Helen No, that was the other staff member.  My immediate boss were two.  The firm 



was Davidson & Nikoloric.  Nikoloric, it’s spelled N-I-k-o-l-o-r-I-c. !
GK: Okay. !
Helen C. Girard Davidson was the senior partner, his nickname was “Jebbie,” J-e-b-b-I-

e.  And Nikoloric’s nickname was “Nick,” N-I-c-k.  He had been on the same PT 
boat as Kennedy in the South Pacific, and his picture had been on the front page 
of a Life magazine, but I never looked It up.  I suppose I still could if I could find 
on the Internet all the front pages of every Life magazine. !

GK: So, how did working for this law firm differ from your work up at Hanford?  Did 
you like it more? !

Helen Oh, yes.  It was administrative law and very politically oriented.  Nick had been 
an attorney for the firm of Arnold, Fortas & Porter in Washington.  Fortas was Abe 
Fortas, who was later, at that time, appointed supreme court justice and was 
forced to resign because he accepted money for having written a civil rights 
paper for a foundation.  We did immigration work, among other things.  I 
operated an Underwood electric typewriter there.   !
Oh, I forget to mention that I worked on the first electric typewriter in the business 
school at Oregon State. !

GK: Oh, really. !
Helen Yes.   !
GK: What was that like? !
Helen It was very different.  And when I went home that first night, I forgot to turn it off.  I 

remember trying to call the janitor in the building to ask him--and I did reach him--
to go turn the machine off.  I was afraid I’d start a fire.   

GK: Was it exciting working with this new technology? !
Helen Oh, yes, it certainly was. !
GK: ‘Cause I imagine you were, as you said, was it the first one in Oregon or the first– !
Helen This was the first one that the business school had and the first time I ever met 

one.  I didn’t know that they were working on– !
GK: What did you think of it when you first–? !
Helen Oh, I thought it was magic. [Laughter] !
GK: What else could it do compared to the ones you were working on before, the 

non-electric ones? 



!
Helen Well, I especially appreciated it because I had broken my little finger playing 

volleyball as a freshman, and working a manual typewriter required a lot of 
strength in your fingers.  So, that was one benefit that I noticed immediately.  It 
was just plain fun. !

GK: Did these become more common, like when you went to work at Hanford? !
Helen Yes, I was working a Model A for IBM. !
GK: Okay.  Were you pretty proficient in the technology of the time?  Were you able to 

maintain them?  Was that part of the training? !
Helen No, no.  Once you learn how to type, the keyboard remains the same.  The 

energy level was different.  Um-mm, where were we? !
GK: We were talking about who you worked with at the law firm, what years, the 

possibilities? !
Helen The years were ‘51 to ‘54.  And while there, Adlai Stevenson came town to 

campaign, and I got to type his speech, which Nick had written for him.  Nick had 
previous speechwriting experience for President Truman. !

GK: Really. !
Helen He was a very, very good writer. !
GK: Were you a supporter of Stevenson? !
Helen Yes, I was.  At this point I was in the Young Democrats and very active.  I decided 

that I would like to be his secretary when he became president.   !
GK: Really. !
Helen Yes.  And you know what?  I actually got to work for him a half day after it was 

decided that he would never become president.  He was working for a New York 
law firm at the time.  So, that was one dream that was realized. !

GK: Yeah, that”s– !
Helen I thought that was really neat. !
GK: Yeah, go ahead. !
Helen There was another member of the firm, Robert Weiss, who had just graduated 

from law school and who specialized in taxes, and he later became senior 
partner in his own law firm, a very successful tax attorney in Portland.   



!
GK: Okay.  I was just curious.  This is maybe jumping ahead a little bit more, but I had 

read in your notes that you volunteered or worked at the Democratic National 
Convention in ‘56.  And that was the one where Stevenson was nominated, 
correct? !

Helen Yes.   !
GK: So, you had already typed his speech before going there? !
Helen Well, the one I typed was the speech that he gave locally in his campaign in 

Oregon. !
GK: Okay, okay.  Just wanted to check that.. !
Helen While working for the Democratic National Committee after I left the Hill, I spent 

the night before in Chicago running a manual typewriter because they didn’t think 
to rent an electric one.  In fact, it was a speech typewriter, for the chairman of the 
committee’s opening remarks.  And it turned out that the teleprompter was just 
introduced, and he used the teleprompter entirely and never read the speech that 
I had spent the night typing. !

GK: [Laughter]  I bet that was frustrating. !
Helen No, that was just politics.   !
GK: So, what was that like, getting to work with people that you respected because– !
Helen Well, they needed me, and I had to show them that they needed me, and they 

did. !
GK: So, at this time, when you were working at the Davidson & Nikoloric law firm, you 

were also with the Young Democrats.  Had your role expanded from what it was 
in high school and college? !

Helen My role in what? 
GK: As a member of the Young Democrats. !
Helen No, no, I was just still going to meetings.  In ‘54 there was an election, and Dick 

Neuberger ran for senator and was elected the first Democratic senator in 40 
years.  And it was a turning point in Oregon politics toward its Democratic--
current Democratic majority in the Congressional delegation.  I met Dick 
Neuberger when he visited our office to talk with Jebbie Davidson to decide who 
would run for senator, which I didn’t realize at the time.  I had been vacationing 
over in eastern Oregon, Pendleton, at a dude ranch, and I ran into a man who 
was a member of the Pacific Supply Cooperative, Ken McCandless, who had 
bought a little log knick-knack with a logo and commissioned me to give it to my 



boss when I got back to Portland.  And the logo said, “Politicians never die, they 
just smell that way.”  So, I had to give this to Jebbie because he was going to 
leave town the very next day, and I had–I was leaving for the day.  Because I had 
to leave, I interrupted their meeting to give it to him.  And they just roared.  It was 
a private joke between those two people.  Dick Neuberger got up and walked 
across the room and said, “What did you say your name was?”  That was how I 
met Dick. !
Well, thereafter, knowing that the firm was going to break, or was breaking up, I 
went off to San Francisco to look for a job, and while I was there I thought, “Well, 
I could ask him for a job.”  And I did, I wrote him a letter from San Francisco and 
asked for a job on his DC staff. !

GK: Really. !
Helen And he accepted it. !
GK: Did he remember you from that previous–?  You made a good impression.   
 [Laughter]  Before we go into that, I guess, can we talk a little bit more about San 

  Francisco and what you were doing down there? !
Helen I got in touch with a temporary secretary who had worked at the law firm and was 

then working for TransAmerica there.  At her suggestion, I went to live in a 
boarding house.  They called them “guest houses,” I think.  I drove down, all 
alone, by myself. !

GK: What year was this? !
Helen ‘54.  And I drove back all by myself with the goal of getting ready to drive across 

the country with everything I owned in my car except the skis that I sold to the girl 
across the street and the ironing board, which there wasn’t room for. !

GK: [Laughter]  What kind of car was it? !
Helen It was a ‘52 Ford with a six-cylinder engine with an overhead valve. !
GK: Did it get kinda warm? !
Helen Warm? !
GK: Heat up in the car? !
Helen No, it was just an ordinary car.  My mother was the passenger.  She had looked 

forward to visiting relatives in Pennsylvania, which she had left as a young 
woman and never been back.  And we drove across county together.  It took 
about a week.  !



GK: To get all the way across the country. !
Helen Uh-huh. !
GK: So, you drove up from San Francisco.  How long were you in San Francisco? !
Helen Oh, about a week. !
Tape 2, Side 2 
GK: I’m interviewing with Helen Nickum.  Okay, so, before–last time we stopped when 

you were heading across the country to Washington, DC; before we get into that 
trip I wanted to back up and talk about just a few things from before you left. !

Helen Yes.   !
GK: The first one, I was wondering if you could tell me about your relationship with 

your parents while you were in college and the years right after you graduated. !
Helen I remember describing my laundry, so that relationship was good.  Yes, and with 

my father, too.  I don’t remember what he was working at at the time, but he was 
pretty much employed up until the time that he left Hanford.  They lived in the 
house that they bought after living in it for so many years during the Depression.  
They finally bought it during World War II. [Laughter] !

GK: That must have been nice. !
Helen And it was always home.   !
GK: Any memories you have from that time with them? !
Helen We always had warm holiday dinners for all of our relatives at the time, which 

included a couple that always came as guests, and to play cards afterwards.  He, 
Bob Clayton, had introduced them when they were married in upstate 
Washington and became lifelong friends.  He also was–he was an electrician, 
and one of his last duties before he retired was to travel the country recruiting 
electricians for the bomb project at Hanford during the war. !

GK: And– !
Helen This is the man that introduced my folks. !
GK: Okay, okay.  That’s an interesting job. !
Helen Yes, it was. !
GK: Anything else? !



Helen We weren’t a churchgoing family.  I don’t remember them ever attending church.  
I attended, as I mentioned, the Christian Science church in high school.  Oh, 
also, I had belonged to the Christian Church, the Mallory Avenue Christian 
Church, before that.  They lived in a very ordinary life.  Mom was a good cook.  
Dad was a good provider, as much as he could.  It was just an ordinary life. !

GK: Great.  Okay, well, the next thing I wanted to ask you about, and we had kinda 
talked about this a little bit earlier today, but if there was any personal 
relationships that you had, either while in college or, you know, the couple of 
years following college, that left a lasting impression on your life. !

Helen Oh, there were several.  The one we were talking about was a young woman.  
Her name was Tamara Jaffe, whom I met when she was doing temporary legal 
secretarial work at the law firm where I was employed.  It turned out she had 
been a student at Lewis & Clark and had been May queen that year, she was a 
very pretty woman.  She also had made independently arrangements to babysit, 
or be a nanny, to the children of an attorney, William “Bill” Blum and his wife in 
Washington, and we both went to Washington about the same time and ended 
up living not too far from each other.  I was living at that time on Wisconsin 
Avenue and she was in Georgetown.  !
Much later she became the subject of a book.  Her life story–I promised to show 
you, I did show you, Flight From Sorrow.  Before its publication, it had appeared 
in serial form in the Washington Post, where its author, Felicity Barringer, was on 
the staff.  Tamara, or “Tammie,” had been one of the first refugees out of Russia 
during World War II, and her father, who had been a film distributor in Germany 
and had previously come to this country, managed to get her from New York 
through a Jewish relocation organization.  At the time in Washington when she 
was doing the nanny stint, she was also going to law school, which she 
graduated from and went to work on the Hill as a clerk for one of the education 
committees; later, she also traveled to Italy on a jaunt by Adam Clayton Powell 
and his mistress, which was the subject of a scandal at the time.   !
Tamara’s job was to investigate women’s issues, which I don’t recall right now.    
She met and married a man in Washington, Bill Wall, whom–which turned out to 
be a very sad situation.  She was pregnant when they married.  She felt obligated 
to carry on with it, and this was before Roe v. Wade.  The girl was born 
challenged. He was also an alcoholic who abused Tamara.  I saw bruises and 
was aware of the situation.  She was late to report it to the authorities, when she 
finally got a restraining order.  He left, and she didn’t ever file for divorce.  He 
died some years later.  She worked as an attorney for the National Labor 
Relations Board.  She was a very efficient person, although she had trouble 
writing briefs.  She was able to arrange to meet relatives in Israel before she died 
at a young age, which happened in the ‘70s.   !

GK: And what was your relationship like with her? !



Helen We had lunch together frequently when we were both working in the same 
building.  Because of very busy lives and varying interests and people, we lost 
touch very shortly after that.   !

GK: Okay.  Were there any other people that stand out to you during this period that– !
Helen Oh, so many.   !
GK: Any that stand out above the rest? !
Helen Would you like to hear more about the law firm that I worked for?   
GK: Sure, yes. !
Helen I don’t know how much I related before, but it was a new firm and I was there 

looking for work.  The younger partner and his associate, a tax man, were my 
immediate bosses.  Nick Nikoloric, his picture appeared on a Life magazine 
before I went to work for them.  He was in the same or similar PT boat that John 
Kennedy was on in the Philippines, and he was described as a hero.  I don’t 
know the details of that, I never followed through.  He had worked for the firm of 
Arnold & Porter in Washington, Arnold, Fortas & Porter at that time, and had 
worked on the Owen Lattimore loyalty case.  Owen Lattimore had worked for a 
foundation or an institution in the Pacific and was, I believe, among the first if not 
the first, to be accused of being a Communist by Senator McCarthy.  The law firm 
that he had worked for in Washington continued with their representation of 
victims of the McCarthy era.   !

GK: Oh. !
Helen He also had worked on a case in Denver, a theater case, an anti-trust case.  

Thurman Arnold wrote the primary textbook on anti-trust in the Roosevelt era, 
and had been retained by the Broadway Theater owners, who were Jewish, in 
Denver, because they had been denied first-run product, or movies, for their 
theater, and they had sued Paramount and another group.  The penalty for 
discrimination in that industry was triple the ordinary penalty, if my memory 
serves me right.  I was invited to join that group, or him, in Denver, while they  
held a hearing at which Byron White was the local attorney for the theater group.  
Byron White later became a Supreme Court Justice.   !

GK: Oh, okay. !
Helen My hotel roommate was Marguerite, who was Judge Arnold’s secretary, The hotel 

had a restaurant on its top floor where we ate every night for a month.  At the end 
of the month one of the owner’s sons–no, it was one owner that had a son whose 
children brought the mumps home to him, and he got the mumps, so the hearing 
was postponed until January of the following year–this was in October, and I was 
not asked to go back at that time.  They won the case. !



GK: Okay, that’s good.  Could you tell me about some of the–could you tell me about 
sorta the mood of working at a law firm such as this one? !

Helen Oh, it was very interesting.  I had good relationships as far as I knew. !
GK: If you wanted, my next question–I was wondering if you could tell me about either 

being a female student in the late 1940s or also working in the law industry being 
a female, and what sort of attitudes towards you and your– !

Helen I wasn’t aware of any particular discrimination or problems at the time.  I think a 
lot of women aren’t aware, or weren’t aware at that time, that they were being 
discriminated against.  I discovered when I became a–. Later on when I returned 
from Washington, I was active in the women’s movement, which went into it head 
on.  So, no, I just went along doing my own job.   !

GK:  How about at school? You had mentioned– !
Helen Oh, yes, that one professor.  That was just one, but it made me so angry that I’ve 

never forgotten it.  He claimed that the only reason women went to college was 
to find a husband, and maybe that was true for some women. !

GK: But from other professors, there wasn’t the same attitude? !
Helen No, not expressed, as he did in open class.   !
GK: Okay.  Was there any–did you notice any difference between when you were 

working at Hanford and the law firm, like the attitudes of the– !
Helen No, we were just busy doing our jobs.  At Hanford, my first stint there was during 

the summertime of ‘49, I lived in the dorm where I made friends, in a group of 
both men and women who would take trips in the area, go on picnics.  It was in–
my coworkers were mostly men, bosses.  We just did our jobs. !

GK: Anything more you wanta say about that period of your life before we move on? !
Helen Oh, let’s see.  No. !
GK: Okay, that makes it easy.  Well, when we left off last time, we were talking about 

how you just came back from San Francisco and gotten the job, and you had to 
drive from Oregon to DC.  I was wondering if you could tell me a little bit more 
about that trip, and also the relationship you had with your mother at that time 
and how it changed throughout the trip.   !

Helen Well, shall we recess while the vacuum cleaner goes by in the hall? !
 [Pause] !



We followed Route 30 across the country.  There were patches of snow in 
Wyoming and across the plains, but we didn’t meet any snowstorms.  We spent 
Christmas Eve in Rock Island, Illinois, where we listened to George Gobel, who 
sang a Christmas cowboy lullaby that I’ve been trying to find ever since.  I 
remember that evening well because it was such a nice, warm Christmas Eve.  
Mom and I had had arguments in the past over whatever, but we became very 
good friends on that trip to Washington, and I left her in Lewistown, 
Pennsylvania, where she’d been raised and went on to DC where she joined me 
before returning to Oregon on the train.  I was supposed to be back for the 
opening session of Congress, and I was, but it was early because the session 
really didn’t get started until mid-month or late January, and I could easily have 
been at home for that Christmas.   !

GK: Were you anxious to get out there? 
Helen Oh, yes.  It was different.  Oh, there was a snowstorm in DC when I arrived.  In 

fact, I left all my shoes in the trunk of the car for a couple of weeks until I found a 
more permanent place to live and lost several pairs due to mold.  Marguerite, the 
judge’s secretary, referred me to a rooming house across the street from where 
the Duchess of Windsor stayed when she was in Washington.  You’re always 
running into this kind of thing there where this happened and that happened 
because there’s so much history involved. !

GK: Were there any specific highlights of the trip? !
Helen No, well, I enjoyed every minute of it as a matter of fact.  Driving through 

Wisconsin, it was so beautiful.  The roads in Iowa--at that time there were no 
freeways--curved at the sides, and if you weren’t careful your tire got caught in 
that curve and threw you across the road, the worst roads I have ever, ever 
driven.   !

GK: Did you guys switch off driving? !!
Helen No, Mother never learned to drive.  I owned the first car that we ever owned.  So I 

drove all the way. !
GK: Okay, so once you arrived in DC, what was–first of all, could you tell me about 

what you were expecting to see? !
Helen I didn’t know what to expect.  The first problem was just walking on the halls of the 

Senate Office Building, they were marble, and I’ve always had foot problems, and 
I ended up wearing ballet slippers, and my feet hurt just terribly, I’m tellingya. !

GK: So, you weren’t sure of what to expect? !
Helen No, my clerk’s job in the Senate was assigned to both the legislative assistant, 

who was Hans Linde, who became an Oregon Supreme Court Justice years later, 



and to Lloyd Tupling, who was the public relations person for the senator.  It was a 
very interesting job. In addition to typing constituent correspondence prepared by 
both of those people, and also by the senator himself.  I prepared mass 
responses by using the Robotype machine in the dungeon.  The dungeon was the 
basement of the capitol building, which was a dreary place.  And my other duty 
was preparing excerpts from the Congressional Record for enclosure in the 
correspondence that the senator prepared to send to constituents.  And once a 
breeze wafted through the window, where my only view was the feather in the 
Indian’s head dress atop the Capitol dome.  The breeze disturbed the pieces that I 
had arranged, and I got them in the wrong place on pasteup, and that was 
memorable.   !

GK: [Laughter] !
Helen I didn’t do it again.   !
GK: So, was everyone, all the staff of the senator, working down there, or was–? !
Helen No, just whoever did the robotyping.  The basement also held the mail room.  Our 

entire staff came from Oregon, and the senator had been warned–had been urged 
to hire some of the staff members that had worked for members that had lost their 
jobs, had been defeated in elections.  But he declined, thinking that Oregonians 
would benefit by having people from Oregon who were loyal to Oregon and knew 
Oregon.  I don’t have an opinion on which is right, but—except that at least one 
person on the staff who knew the ways of Capitol Hill would have been very 
helpful.  There was also an Agriculture Department class in orienting new Capitol 
Hill assistants, and I took that class, and as the only class member in his office I 
could share the notes with everybody else.  I attended with Sue Nikoloric, who 
was divorcing Nick and became one of the two secretaries for Edith Green, who 
was a representative elected at the same time as the senator, and she and I 
attended the several class sessions.   !
On one of those occasions we were mugged.  She had forgotten where she 
parked the car on Capitol Hill, and we circled the block on foot after the class at 
night.  Two kids, one of whom grabbed my purse, which was firmly attached to my 
wrist under my coat and he couldn’t tell that it was, threw me to the ground and 
my purse fell on the ground and–I had just cashed my Capitol Hill check for the 
month–opened, so he split and didn’t get anything.  I got up and noticed that there 
was a phone in the window of a little shop, and we phoned the capitol police and 
they picked those kids up.  And they were detained and referred to the juvenile 
justice division.  One had gotten into trouble once before by playing a piano in an 
empty house, and I couldn’t figure that out.  If the house was empty, what was the 
piano doing there? !

GK: Was crime an issue there when you–? !
Helen No, it wasn’t.  This was before the capital was declared the “crime capital of 



America.” !
GK: Okay, so, it wasn’t that big– !
Helen No, it wasn’t a big issue at the time.  It just happened to me.  I got a bursa 

swelling on my left elbow, which I’d fallen on from a trolley car in San Francisco 
while I was there, on the same elbow.  So, I sought some help from the Capitol 
Hill physician, which was free to all the members of the staff, which I appreciated 
because I didn’t have much money.  So, I couldn’t type for a couple of weeks.  I 
did other things.  That’s the story of the elbow. !

GK: Good story. [Laughter]  What were you–because you were from, you know, a 
relatively smaller town, Portland, what was it like arriving in a big city that was the 
capital of our country? !

Helen It was interesting.  It was just wide-eyed interest.   !
GK: Any major differences? !
Helen Well, we had a bus strike shortly after I got there.  I had moved to Silver Spring, 

Maryland, to share an apartment with two other girls who worked also on Capitol 
Hill.  One of them was for a New Jersey representative, who went home on Friday 
morning and came back on Monday afternoon.  She played golf in the 
summertime, almost all summer.  I certainly didn’t.  I think the–but I drove from 
Silver Spring to Capitol Hill.  It was across the District, and actually I got to work in 
less time than if the signals were working.  They had stopped the signals and 
stationed police, traffic cops, at every intersection.  And we got through so fast 
that I was hoping it would last. [Laughter]  And everybody who was driving picked 
up people along the way and let them out. !

Tape 3, Side 1 !
GK: We were talking about your impression of DC and how you arrived to a strike, 

which was– !
Helen I met a friend.  He had been, he was the uncle of a woman that I had roomed with 

in college, who had taken a job as a civilian employee with the military in Japan 
after the war ended.  He had also been principal of my elementary school in 
Portland.  At the time, he had returned from a stint in Iran building  schoolhouses 
for the children there, and had returned to work in Washington, DC for the 
Department of Education.  He was a photography buff, and he and I would go on 
tours, sightseeing tours on the weekends, on a day on the weekends; we never 
went out of town.  One day we parked in the Secret Service’s spot at the Tidal 
Basin and were shuffled out by the Secret Service. [Laughter]  You’d have thought 
we’d committed a felony. [Laughter]  We were just sightseeing the cherry 
blossoms. [Laughter] !



GK: A bit of a surprise. !
Helen Yes.   !
GK: So, you had mentioned before that the staff that Senator Neuberger hired were 

Oregonians.  Was this unique for a senator to do? 
Helen Yes, because most people wanted someone who knew what was--the procedures 

on the Hill, which were so unique to the Hill.   !
GK: What were some of these procedures? !
Helen Well, the botanical gardens.  There’s a greenhouse at the foot of Capitol Hill that 

provides–does nothing but provide plants for the offices of the members, the 
members of Congress, free.  My coworker in Edith Green’s office had spent a 
couple of years in Japan with her husband, who was a representative of Sears, 
Roebuck in Tokyo, and as a foreigner she couldn’t work or couldn’t be gainfully 
employed, or couldn’t be hired.  So, she took a course in flower arranging.  So, 
she would always, every morning, or frequently, the flowers arrived and she 
arranged the flowers for the day.  She had worked for the LaFollettes in 
Wisconsin, Wisconsin?  Yes, Wisconsin.  They were a father and son who were 
progressive legislators there, even legendary, legislators.   !

GK: Okay. !
Helen And she had left her resume with the Democratic National Committee, and that 

was how Edith had found her when she opened her office on the Hill. !
GK: Did you and your fellow staff members feel at a disadvantage because of some of 

the things you didn’t know or did you find it–? !
Helen Oh, we didn’t know we were at a disadvantage. [Laughter]  But everything that I 

learned in that orientation class was very helpful, yes, it was. !
GK: Did you feel that because you guys were all Oregonians that it did give you a leg 

up on certain things? !
Helen With the constituents, that’s true, because many of us had had personal contact 

with them during the campaign or otherwise.  The senator was rather well known 
because of his, all of his articles. He was an author and an environmentalist, 
conservationist.  And he used his material well.  An interesting development was a 
visit by a high school friend, Betty Jane Warnock Fernea, who had done some 
research work for Dick when she was a student at Reed College, and when she 
came to Washington to learn Arabic she was invited to have lunch with Dick and 
Maurine, his wife.  And this was in the spring, first hot day in the spring.  So, on 
Sunday afternoon, I was included–now this was after I had left his office–Betty 
Jane, her husband Bob, and I arrived on Dick’s doorstep in Georgetown where he 
answered the door in his summer shorts. [Laughter]  Maurine wasn’t there at the 



time, and he was totally unprepared to host us.  We adjourned to the kitchen 
where he put on the teakettle for the tea, and we had a nice visit there.   !

GK: Well, I was gonna ask you.  Maybe before we start talking more about Senator 
Neuberger, what was the relationship like between you and your fellow staff 
workers and did you also have relationships with staff members of other 
senators? !

Helen Yes. !
GK: Maybe I could re– !
Helen The internal relationships were, I think, very good.  Two of the staff members–

there were only four or five of us in the picture–of those staff members, both 
Barbara Webber and June Cyrus Bashkin, worked for me as a secretary after they 
left the Hill. !

GK: Okay. !
Helen So, those relationships must have been good.  I don’t know who took my place 

there when I left.  I left primarily because of the splinters on the desk [Laughter}, 
which kept wrecking my socks.  I couldn’t afford to work there.  I was an assistant 
clerk, and my salary started during the Depression years was based, for an 
assistant clerk, of $3,000, and then the add-ons were built up from there.   

 [Telephone interruption] !
GK: We can move on.  How much interaction did you have with other staff members? !
Helen I’ll answer that.  Are we back on the record?  Oh, okay.  I could see them in the 

hallways and talked with them in the elevators.  There was one couple who, I 
think, worked in different offices, that always hung out in the halls in close 
association with each other.  [Laughter]  One of them worked for Barry Goldwater, 
my senator’s next door neighbor.  So, I figured there was something going on 
there, but I didn’t have any contact with them other than that.    !
We had a lot of contact with members of our own delegation on social and/or 
business occasions.  And we also had an Oregon State Society dinner every year 
where everybody could come who was from Oregon and wanted to come.  We did 
the printing of that program every year as a courtesy.  A fellow Oregonian, Pherne 
Miller, who was an artist and taught painting in Rock Creek Park every summer, 
was an attendant in the House of Representatives in the women’s lounge, and 
who Edith Green tried to get fired.  She would paint, watercolor, the programs, 
each one, individually, for that function. [Laughter]  And that’s all I have to say 
about that. !

GK: Okay.  That’s perfectly fine.  So, you had talked about when you first met Senator 
Neuberger, when you had that engraved, etched joke about “they only smelled 



like they were dead”? !
Helen “Politicians never die.  They just smell that way.” !
GK: Right, right.  But I was wondering if you could tell me about your impressions of 

him when you went out to DC to work for him? !
Helen I didn’t see a lot of him.  I wasn’t his primary secretary.  I sat behind the 

receptionist in the front area, and my bosses sat behind me.  He always asked me 
how my father was.  My dad had volunteered to be the literature attendant in his 
campaign office, and I think he was more interested in my father than he was in 
me. [Laughter]  I had a very brief relationship with him actually, just having met 
him in our law office and then going to work in a very busy Hill office.  The same 
with Maurine.  I didn’t know her at all well, and I don’t know what their relationship 
was with each other except that they had worked together for some time.  And 
Mary Jane Christgau, his secretary, would babysit–not babysit–cat sit for their 
cat–I think her name was Muffin–when they went on vacation or out of town for 
any reason.   !

GK: What was his reputation as a senator when you arrived?  Or what did it become? !
Helen He was known as a maverick for some reason.  He later had a bitter dispute with 

Senator Morse that was the subject of concern, and was described in a book that 
was written by one of the reporters, The Tiger in the Senate.  That occurred after I 
left his office.   !

GK: Okay.  I had read–what was the name of the senator that he had a feud with? !
Helen Morse.  Wayne Morse.   !
GK: I’d read that he was actually Senator Neuberger’s–he was the dean of the college 

he went to, and they had a previous argument there while he was a student. !
Helen Oh, that’s probably true.  If it was researched before it was put into print. !
GK: They weren’t feuding when you were–? !
Helen No, mmm-mm.  Later, when I was working for Edith Green, she loaned my 

services to Senator Morse here in Portland during a recess in the summertime, 
and I think I worked for him for a couple of weeks in the Roosevelt Hotel, which 
became known as the Democrats’ unofficial headquarters in Portland.  It later lost 
that reputation when it became a Section 8 apartment house, I think.  He would–
one day during dictation he stopped and held a negotiation over the price of hay in 
Maryland. 

GK: Really.  [Laugher] !
Helen He had had a sideline in the cattle business of selling bull semen, and the price of 



hay was very important to him.  So, he hung up the phone and went back to 
dictating.   !

GK: That must have been an interesting interruption I can imagine. [Laughter]  Okay.  
So, did you see much of Maurine? !

Helen No, I didn’t.  But I attended–after we both came back from Washington, I attended 
a fundraiser out in Washington County for her, and chatted with her at that time, 
and then I ran into her in a restaurant.  And I sat next to her at the funeral of 
Jebbie Davidson.  So, we had a speaking acquaintance, a very nice person.   !

GK: What was your impression of them as state legislators?  Were you aware of their 
stature in Oregon? !

Helen Oh, yes.  In fact, he was the first Democratic senator elected from Oregon in 40 
years, and it was extremely exciting when he was elected.  The results weren’t 
announced until the following afternoon after the election, and I remember staying 
up almost all night waiting for the results.   !

GK: What was it like living before there were any Democrats?   !
Helen It was ordinary.  I wrote a poem about McKee, McKay and McCall because I 

remember some kind of hanky-panky going on.  I remember McKee was 
associated with Pacific Power & Light, I believe it was.  McKay was Secretary of 
Interior, and McCall was–he later became governor of Oregon.  I wasn’t terribly 
interested in Republican politics, I didn’t pay much attention to them. !

GK: In your opinion, how did you think that Senator Neuberger’s victory in Oregon  
changed Oregon politics? 

Helen Oh, it did.  The era that he was elected, I think, changed Oregon into a 
Democratic state to date.  It’s been primarily Democratic since that time. !

GK: Do you feel that this was just a change in the voting population, or was this a 
legacy of his being elected? !

Helen Oh, he was just part of it.  It was just a change in the culture of Oregon.   !
GK: I was asking you about people who had made an impression on your life in this 

era while working on the Hill. !
Helen Yes, and I answered by saying that the two secretaries that I had worked with in 

the senator’s office who worked for me, and then Lloyd Tupling, after he left the 
Hill after the senator died halfway through his term of office, became a 
representative of the Sierra Club.  And they had their offices vandalized and the 
typewriters stolen, and he sought our secretarial help.  I don’t remember anyone 
from the House side.   !



But that brings up another subject.  After Edith Green fired me, I had lunch in the 
cafeteria in the House, and a woman joined me there by asking if I knew of any 
jobs that were open on the Hill because she had worked there for 12 years and 
she would scrub floors if she could stay until her 15th year because of the pension 
program.  And I told her that she was welcome to take the job that I had just been 
fired from.  [Laughter]   !

GK: Oh, I was going to ask you.  Do you remember any of the sorta--, the political 
climate of the time?  Did any of that have an effect on you personally or–? !

Helen Oh, yes.  I think everyone in DC, well, I can’t speak for everyone.  I remember 
taking a course in stenograph, beginning court reporting, when I was working for 
Edith, because I was interested in it and I didn’t want to get stuck on the Hill.  I 
remember a cafeteria in central DC where a lot of government workers ate dinner 
after their shift for the day.  It was a whole block square, and the mood of the 
cafeteria was so grim, it presented to me the dullness and the sheer boredom of 
the life of a bureaucrat.  [Laughter]  I don’t know how else to express it.  It could 
have been just the impression at that time.  People sitting alone, reading the 
newspaper at dinnertime.  It seemed to me a very grim existence, and for that 
reason I guess I–I didn’t want to be like that.  And I wasn’t like that.  That made a 
very big impression on me. !

GK: Knowing what you didn’t wanta be. !
Helen That’s right.  The other side of the coin. !
GK: Were there any political issues at the time that you were particularly interested in?  

Yourself? !
Helen No.  Everybody who I met had their own agenda, and after starting my own 

business I discovered that everybody thought their work was more important than 
everybody else’s.   !

 [Laughter]. !
GK: Okay.  A quick question before we move on.  Because I asked earlier about what 

attitudes towards women were back in Oregon, did you notice a difference in 
attitudes once working in DC on the East Coast? !

Helen No, I didn’t.  It just wasn’t important to me, I guess, at that time.  I was too busy 
doing what I was doing.  With one exception.  I remember attending dinner in a 
restaurant with about 20 other women who had gathered to complain about 
discrimination in pay in their jobs, even to the point of closing down the 
government.  That must have been the burgeoning of the feminist movement that 
accompanied me back to Oregon. !

GK: Okay.  What about female politicians? 



Helen I told you that little story about the woman who voted for all the women on the 
ballot on the premise that they hadn’t been in politics long enough to become 
corrupt.  I’ve always–I was a founding member of the Oregon Women’s Political 
Caucus, and belonged to it until it disbanded just a few years ago for lack of 
interest, lack of participation.  Apparently, well, right now, there are fewer women 
in the capital than in any other culture, country. !

GK: Really. !
Helen Yes, in modern–as far as I can tell, there are more women in political posts at the 

top of their government elsewhere than there is here. !
GK: Why do you think that is? !
Helen The problem in this country is money.  Women haven’t been in politics long 

enough to muster enough money to be successful at the polls.  In today’s paper, 
or yesterday’s, the number of millionaires on Capitol Hill is 261. !

GK: Wow. !
HelenMillionaires.  Unbelievable.  That backs up my point.  In the Oregon Legislature 

they’ve been increasing.  Well, it’s only been recently that they’ve been in the 
Legislature at all, depending on what you consider as recent.  I’m running out of 
gas.   

GK: Like I’ve said, we have plenty of time. !
Tape 3, Side 2 !
GK: It’s March 1st, 2011, the start of a new month. !
Helen Yes.  No, it’s isn’t.  It’s the 1st of February. !
GK: Oh, the 1st of February, I’m a month ahead. !
Helen And I agreed with you.  It’s now February 1st, 2011.   !
GK: All right, and last time we ended with your experience working with Senator 

Neuberger.  So, today, before we go on with your life there in Washington, we 
were gonna step back and talk a little bit about some of your–portions of your 
family life growing up, your family situation, and also your political experiences 
growing up. !

Helen All right. !
GK: So, to start today, you had some stories, some recollections that you wrote.   !
Helen These were prepared for a writing class that I began last year, and they relate to 



what we’re talking about, and I thought it might be easier to read them off than for 
me to try to recollect ‘em.   !

GK: Yeah, not a problem. !
Helen The first one, well, there are two, one about my grandmother, and the other about 

the house that I grew up in.   !
My grandmother, Harriet MacDonald McClenahen Hale, was the youngest 
of five girls raised in a tall house of wood construction lodged against a hill 
in Yeagertown, Pennsylvania where the main industry was the manufacture 
of Pullman cars.  (Pullman, P-u-l-l-man.)  At an early age she married–I 
don’t know what his first name was and I haven’t been able to find it yet–
McClenahen, a Civil War veteran who worked in an axe factory and died of 
the war’s wounds, leaving Harriet and two children, Earl Bell–Bell, the 
middle name, is a very common name in that part of Pennsylvania, and 
Charlotte, who was my mother.  Later, Harriet married Guy Hale, a painter, 
with whom she had another girl, Isobel, and moved with him and their three 
children in Calgary, Canada in search of work.  They then moved to 
Pullman, Washington,  !

 Isn’t that a coincidence [laughter]?  !
 where she became a fraternity house cook, which she left to protect 
her daughters from all those young men in the house.  The three moved to 
Spokane, Washington, where my mother met my father–that isn’t quite 
true, Walter John, at a dance at Washoe Park, located on the outskirts of 
town, a different town, and soon married him, some said, to escape from 
an unhappy home life. !
Charlotte and Walter honeymooned in Coeur d’Alene, where Walter worked 
on the railroad and began what was to become a career as an ironworker 
and riveter.  They moved on to Missoula, Montana, where they had a girl, 
Lois, then on to Anaconda where Walter worked on the copper smelter for 
$2 a day.  I don’t know when they got to Portland, Oregon, where I was 
born in 1928 in a little house on northeast Sumner Street near Union 
Avenue, now Martin Luther King Boulevard.  They had joined Grandma and 
Guy Hale, who lived with Isobel on Cleveland Avenue, until Guy left Harriet 
for another woman, and Charlotte and Walter moved with Helen to a larger, 
little house on Mallory Avenue.  Having following his stepfather as a 
painter, Earl had begun a series of no fewer than six marriage in Portland 
and elsewhere in the Pacific Northwest, two of whom had left him a 
widower.  He had followed his stepfather into the painting profession, and 
became president of the painter’s union during World War II.  Unions were 
a family affair.   !
Grandma Hale was a men’s tailor when she became employed during the 



Great Depression by Lipman Wolfe Company, a downtown Portland 
department store.  She showed me the flatiron she had used while learning 
her profession.  A favorite memory is how erect she sat at a treadle sewing 
machines, in both her and our houses, her silvery white hair splashed 
against the dark color of the fabric she was working on.  I also remember 
the Victrola in her dining room cabinet grinding out the song “Hallelujah, I’m 
a Bum,” a favorite song of the Depression.  Have you ever heard of that? !

GK: I’m not sure. !
Helen (Singing) “Hallelujah, I’m a bum.  Hallelujah, bum again.  Hallelujah, give us a 

handout, to revive us again.”  I’m not much of a songstress. [Laughter]  But I 
remembered the song.   !

GK: Was there other–? !
Helen Oh, there were lots of verses, but I don’t know any more.   !

Grandma Hale taught me to play both Monopoly and Chinese checkers, 
and she giggled wickedly when she scored a coup.  She retired at age 75, 
when she underwent breast cancer surgery and came to live with us.  We 
shared my bed for several months while I was in high school.  I shall never 
forget Grandma Hale. !

 And that was the story of my grandmother. !
GK: Okay.  There’s a lot of information in there.  Before you go on, do you mind if I ask 

a few questions? !
Helen Go ahead. !
GK: You said there was something incorrect about where your mother met your father. !
Helen Yes.  Washoe Park.  Let me see if I can find it. [Reading from Lois’s account in 

Cousin George Nickum family’s Children’s Hout, their family newsletter, founded 
after his first meeting in Washington, DC with me in the late 60s.]  !
          Charlotte McClenahen had come to Anaconda with her mother and 

stepfather.  They lived a mile or so outside Anaconda in Washoe Park.  
Charlotte and Walter met a dance in Washoe Park, and married six weeks 
later.  According to the family stories, Walter proposed to Charlotte because 
of the difficulties in courting her.  The difficulties included walking out to 
Washoe Park to take Charlotte to the dance, walking her into Anaconda 
after the dance to get something to eat, and walking her back home.  He 
then had to return to Anaconda, arriving just in time to take the first train up 
to the smelter in his good clothes. !



 That’s the end of that story.  For now. !
GK: [Laughter]  Well, could you tell me a little bit more about a–let’s see, your 

grandfather’s involvement in the union.  Do you know any more? !
Helen My father’s involvement in the union.  Yes, he was a strong union man, as was my 

uncle.  They both belonged to their respective unions, and it was just a given.  
Also, one of his favorite pastimes, which was common during the Depression, was 
playing cards at the Labor Temple, which was located downtown at Fourth and 
Jefferson close to where the auditorium is now.   !

GK: Okay. !
Helen Before it was sold and moved to another location that failed.  It had been 

supported by all the unions and the last time that all the unions were in a central 
place.  He would bring peppermint candy home from his card-playing activities, 
which I always looked forward to. !

GK: [Laughter ]  So, this was sorta like a community union center.  Was there other 
purposes for this building? !

Helen No, it was owned and run by the unions, and they sold it to move to a location on 
Arthur Street, which also was an attempt at a joint center, but failed due to 
mismanagement in the building stage.  I learned that from Nellie Fox-Edwards, 
the first female legislator, who came out of the labor movement.   !

GK: [Laughter] So connected. !
Helen Yes. !
GK: You had mentioned something about your grandfather being at the world’s fair in 

Chicago and– !
Helen It was really an exposition, and I think it was 1894, and he brought home to 

Spokane my dad’s first bicycle.  Oh, no.  It was the first bicycle in Spokane. !
GK: Do you know what kind of–? !
Helen No, no, I don’t. 
GK: I’m sure he had lots of followers.   !
Helen Oh, yes. !
GK: Did he mention anything about the bike other than it was–? !
Helen No. !



GK: Okay.  Well, you had also mentioned that you had a description of a house that 
you grew up in. !

Helen Yes.  Well, actually it was the third house.  I was born in the house on Sumner, but 
we moved briefly to a house on Portsmouth Avenue in North Portland, and then 
found a house closer to where my grandmother lived, probably not more than six 
blocks away.  And that little house had two bedrooms, a small front yard, a larger 
backyard.  I was either four or five when we moved into the house, which we 
rented for about 20 years before it was decided to buy, located about six blocks 
from Highland School, now Martin Luther King Grade School, and about a mile 
from Jefferson High School.  Both Lois and I attended both schools, although Lois 
was almost eight years older than I with five–this has to be corrected, too–it was 
three failed pregnancies between us.  Many of the teachers under whom we both 
studied called me by her name because I reminded them of her.   !
The house was comprised of a dining room, living room and kitchen with a small 
pantry containing a sink, two large bins and adjoining counter off the kitchen.  
Next to it was a small back porch containing an ice box, which was regularly 
stocked by the delivery of a large cake of ice.  Two bedrooms adjoined each room 
separated by a bathroom containing toilet, sink and bathtub.  The house was 
heated by a wood stove in the kitchen with an overhead warming oven, and a 
wood lift, or a dumb waiter, in the corner, that hoisted wood up from a partial 
basement.  A circulating heater in the dining room also burned wood.  Wintertime 
saw us closing the kitchen and bedroom doors for maximum evening heat in 
eliminating half the house..   
An operator of a truck with onboard saw traveled the city streets to the location of 
stacks of cordwood piled high in a parking strip and sawed the wood strips into 
chunks for toting chunks by wheelbarrow to a basement window.  Dad would then 
chop the chunks into smaller pieces with an axe.  I don’t know when these 
woodsaw trucks disappeared, nor how the wood chunks were obtained thereafter; 
however, I was a junior in college, 1947, before our kitchen welcomed a 
refrigerator and an electric range, both major technological developments.  I loved 
that little house. !

GK: Did you ever go back to visit it?   !
Helen I have passed it several times in a car.  It was located on the east side of a block.  

On the west side, a black couple moved in.  She was a teacher, and he was a 
postal employee.  That marked the line in our precinct of blacks on one side of the 
precinct and whites on the other.  I learned this when I became Democratic 
precinct committeewoman.  It’s now primarily a black community, but increasingly 
white, witness the prominent development, the gentrification, on Alberta Street, 
which didn’t exist at the time that we sold our house after my father died. !

GK: Okay.  I was gonna ask you.  What were the different ethnic groups like?  What 
was it like in your neighborhood growing up? !



Helen Yes, they were primarily Russian, German immigrants employed in the garbage 
collection business.  My best friend, with whom I didn’t walk to school and I don’t 
know why–I can’t remember why not–but she and I competed for grades, just 
informally.  Who got a B in that and who got an A in something else, and how 
many B’s and A’s did you get, et cetera.  At the time I was growing up, the black 
community stopped right about Russell Street, and it moved increasingly north.  
One black family were the Reynolds.  He was a Pullman porter.  In my class was 
a girl, Phyllis, and there were two brothers, both of whom were older than I.  That 
was the only black family, I think, in the whole school. !

GK: Really, In the same school as you guys.  Was that common? 
Helen Yes, it was by neighborhood, it was segregated by neighborhood.   !
GK: So, they were allowed in the same neighborhood. !
Helen They were in a white neighborhood, and this black family–in fact, they lived on 

Roselawn Street, which was next to Sumner, the street where I was born.  It was 
an old, established, railroad family.   !

GK: What was the ratio relation in Portland back then? !
Helen Well, there was one other black fellow who graduated with me, and he came into 

the restaurant where I was carhopping during one of my first two years in college 
in the summertime, and I served him.  He had carried my mother’s luggage from 
the train to the depot earlier in the day, so he was serving me in the daytime and I 
was serving him at night.  He became the head of the restaurant in a big hotel in 
Seattle, I learned when we had our 50th high school reunion.   !

GK: Oh, really. !
Helen Our relations were very good.  I didn’t know any other black people because I 

didn’t have any contact with them.   !
GK: Right.  I was under the impression that most high schools were segregated at this 

time.  Not in the Northwest? !
Helen Not purposely.  Only by geographical location, by residence, because you went to 

a neighborhood school.  So, where you lived you went to school, and if people 
lived in a small, black community, for instance, they went to–in fact, most of the 
schools were populated by white teachers.  This was true of most of the 
professions.  There weren’t a lot of black teachers at the time.   !

GK: Okay.  How did the different ethnicities–you had mentioned that they were 
German and Russian–in your neighborhood.  How did they interrelate with each 
other?  Were there any problems? !

Helen No, no.  We were all immigrants.   



!
GK: [Laughter]  Interesting. !
Helen Some of those families had come from Russia to Germany.  Or it was the other 

way around, it was from Germany to Russia, and then to this country, and they 
settled in Eastern Washington and migrated on to Portland.   !

GK: Okay.  Is there–I was wondering–:do you have any specific–back to the house 
that you were talking about, was there any–was there a reason that you felt 
connected to this house, or was there any really fond memories? !

Helen We just lived in it for a long time, and it was just a home base for the whole family. !
GK: Did you and your–you mentioned your sister in the story.  Did you guys share a 

room? !
Helen No, oh.  She being eight years older than I, she was out of high school before I 

ever entered it.  So, we were both–in our younger years we did share, and we 
slept together. !

GK: How was your relationship? !
Helen We fought like cats and dogs.  I broke her glasses at one point. !
GK: Really. !
Helen And I was very sorry for that.  We didn’t get to be good friends until I got into 

college.  And then we became very close and were close through the rest of our 
lives.   

GK: Okay.  Was there any specific things that made you guys get along much more 
once– !

Helen Oh, we just enjoyed each other.  I was always her–well, we signed our letters with 
Lil Sis and Big Sis, for instance.  I was always her little sister.  She was always my 
big one.  While I was in Washington, she would make my clothes and send them 
to me, complete outfits. !

GK: Really.   !
Helen Yes.  I would pay for the fabric and some of the labor because she gave me a flat 

price.  Most of the time it was just the materials that she charged me for.   !
GK: Really.  A nice big sister. !
Helen Yeah, it was. !
GK: Was there any more that you can tell me about living at that house with your 



family? !
Helen Oh, yes, the summertime.   !
GK: Oh, okay. !
Helen There was a family with three children that lived two houses away, and two 

houses further on was one child two years younger than I.  She was two when I 
met her and I was four when she met me.  In the summertime on summer 
evenings we would have games in the neighborhood, Kick the Can and others 
that I can’t remember, bicycle rides.  The family in the middle, the oldest girl 
Barbara was two years older than I, and the other two were boys, Wesley and 
Robert, and they joined in our ring.  We all had roller skates, and each family had 
a bicycle.  I particularly remember those summer evenings, when our families 
would sit on the porches or the steps and talk with each other.  And we’d rotate.  
Sometimes we’d sit on their steps, and sometimes they would sit on our steps.   !

GK: It sounds like you guys had a pretty strong community. !
Helen We did, we did.  The family across the street had two sons, and they had a boat, 

we’d see them out working on the boat.  There was a vacant lot in the middle of 
the block across the street with a pie cherry tree in it.  I remember falling out of it 
at one point on my head.  The house next to that was a new family.  We became 
acquainted, just welcoming them to the neighborhood.  It was an interesting little 
house, and I remember drawing it at one time. !

GK: Was it not uncommon for these small communities to be very close?  At that time 
in that area? !

Helen I think it was really common, at least in our neighborhood.  I don’t know about 
others. !

GK: Did you end up going to school with these neighborhood kids later on? !
Helen Oh, yes, at the time.  We were mostly in different grades.  Margaret, the two-year-

old, followed me through Jefferson, and we lived in the same co-op at the 
University of Oregon in the same house.  We seldom saw each other because we 
had such independently different lives.  She married about two weeks after she 
got out of college, and my sister married the week after she did.   !

GK: Oh, wow. !
Helen So, we always celebrated wedding anniversaries around the same time.  I’m still 

in touch with Maggie.  And at one time, when Barbara was still alive, the girl that 
lived between us, we had a reunion when I came back from Washington, the three 
of us, 50 years later.   !



GK: Wow.  So, did you and Margaret keep in contact throughout your life? 
Helen Yes.  I have a birthday coming up soon, and her birthday is Valentine’s Day, so we 

always manage to get together around that time of the year.  And we have that 
meeting coming up shortly.   !

GK: Okay, is that every year, or do you try–? !
Helen Every year that we’re in the same part of the world. !
GK: Wow, that’s a long friendship. !
Helen It is. !
GK: Great.  So summer nights were a big part of you guys’s life. !
Helen Well, it was part of my–memories. !
GK: Yeah, yeah.  In the wintertime was it less fun, you know, school and rain and–? !
Helen I remember walking to school in the rain with a bandanna.  We didn’t carry 

umbrellas because that was sissy.  Well, the rain was different.  It didn’t pour.  It 
was a mist, just a light or maybe a medium, mist.  So, it wasn’t a soaking rain.  
The bandanna, head scarf would get wet, but not soaking wet.  And we walked 
back and forth every day.  I never biked to school. !

GK: So, it was common for people to wear the handkerchief instead of umbrellas? !
Helen That’s right. !
GK: That’s funny [Laughter].  That it was seen as sissy.  Well, we had talked about this 

time might be a good time to move on to sort of the politics of your– !
Helen Well, I’ll relate this to the house.  Election night of 1954 when Senator Neuberger 

was elected, I had invited people to come celebrate election night.  And the house 
was so full of people.  We had to send out for beer five times, and people were 
sitting on the edge of the bathtub, it was so crowded. !

GK: [Laughter ]  Did you–so you set this up? !
Helen I just invited people, and everybody came and partied. !
GK: What did your parents think about that?   !
Helen They thought that was fine.  They didn’t drink beer, but everybody else did. !
GK: [Laughter]  I can imagine that was a lot of fun.   !



Helen Oh, it was.  The suspense was enormous.  We stayed up–we didn’t find out who 
was elected until the next afternoon, because it took so long to get those votes 
counted. !

GK: So, were you guys listening to the radio waiting for the news? !
Helen Yes, yes.  We all sat beside the radio.  !
GK: Were you guys there for most of the night? !
Helen Yes, we were in my party. !
GK: Okay, so you didn’t have the radio on at the party.   !
Helen I think we did, but you couldn’t hear it. !
GK: [Laughter]  Wow!  Were most of the people there people who had worked on the 

campaign, people politically involved? !
Helen Yes, people who were Young Democrats or who knew one.  I don’t remember 

what we did except go to meetings.  We didn’t relate to each other outside of the 
meetings much.   !

Tape 4, Side 1 !
GK: So, a couple sessions ago you had mentioned that you were probably more 

political than anyone else in your family.  Can you tell me a little bit, could you 
expand maybe on that? !

Helen Only because I got involved in things.  Mom and Dad weren’t joiners.  They didn’t 
belong to any clubs or groups, but they took an interest in world events and 
politics was part of that.  Only because I joined the Young Democrats, probably 
because I had met Monroe Sweetland in high school.  And I was trying to 
remember how he happened to come to the high school to talk about the 
Democrats in light of recent rulings on the military being prohibited from recruiting 
on campuses, and religious groups not being able to use the facilities to meet for 
religious purposes.  But these, I remember specifically the high school setting, by 
the Democrats. !

GK: Do you remember any–what you talked about? !
Helen Just the importance of being active in the political life in your community.  It was 

the inspiration for many young people and older at the time, because he was so 
committed himself, and his wife, equally.  I knew more about them at one time, but 
I’ve forgotten. !

GK: Do you remember what grade? 



!
Helen Oh, I must have been in one of the higher, upper grades, I’m sure.  Probably 

junior or senior. !
GK: You were already involved somewhat in politics by that time then, or am I– 
Helen No, it’s high school, that’s when it started. !
GK: That’s when it started.  Okay. !
Helen I wish they had taught something about labor unions in high school, because 

many people don’t go onto college, and even then they don’t teach it in college, 
college level.  There’s a Labor Education and Research Center at the University of 
Oregon, there’s the first appearance that I’m aware of, of any labor history in 
Oregon. !

GK: Really. !
Helen Yes. !
GK: Is there anything else–do you remember about that day when he came to talk? !
Helen No, I don’t, other than the election for president of the library.   !
GK: Do you want to talk any more about that now? !
Helen No, I don’t, I certainly don’t. !
GK: [Laughter]  Well, you had mentioned that your parents were interested in world 

events, politics.  Was there any specific one that they were more interested in or 
that you– !

Helen We followed President Roosevelt very closely, every fireside chat.  He was 
idolized in our family, because of his actions in helping people survive the 
Depression.  It was very obvious. !

GK: Did your family personally see the effects of the Depression? !
Helen Oh, yes, oh, yes.  Dad was out of work for long periods of time.  I don’t know how 

we survived.  I really don’t.  We were never on public welfare.  He didn’t work that 
often that I remember.  But he must have because we didn’t starve.  So, we must 
have survived somehow.  It was tough. !

GK: Were you witness to any other–?  You had mentioned the songs that your 
grandma used to sing. !

Helen Yes, we would notice checkmarks on our steps.  People would go from house to 
house asking for a meal, and if they received a meal, they would mark an X on 



your steps in chalk so that the next person would know that they got a meal there.   !
GK: Oh, so they could come and ask as well? !
Helen Mm-mmm, mm-mmm.   !
GK: Was this– !
Helen And they were never turned down.  They always got something. !
GK: Really.  Do you remember having dinner with–? !
Helen No, they ate dinner on the steps.  Mm-mmm. !
GK: Was that fairly common? !
Helen I think it was, at least in our neighborhood.   !
GK: Was the chalk signal, was that widespread as well? !
Helen I don’t know, but I knew what it meant.  In fact, if I knew what it meant, a lot of 

other people did, too.   !
GK: I can imagine.  Did you ever have any experience with some of the other elements 

of the Depression like bank failures or–? !
Helen No, I wasn’t old enough.  We didn’t have any classes in personal finance in high 

school either, which I think should occur.  I just knew the effect on our family. !
GK: Was your family aware of when it started to–or were you aware of where it started 

to turn around?  When the economy started to pick up?  Was there a conscious– !
Helen I wasn’t aware of it, but certainly I was aware of the growing war in Europe when I 

was 10, 11.  By the time I was a freshman in high school, the war was here.  I was 
working in the shipyard as a junior in high school.  But it was the war that turned it 
around.   !

GK: What were your feelings on the war? !
Helen Well, I was, along with everybody else, was strongly in favor of defending.  I was 

irate.  I had spent the night before December 7th with my aunt.  We listened to 
music together, she introduced me to opera, and classical music.  She had a large 
collection of records for the time.  We hadn’t–we were leaving for breakfast at a 
local–it turned out to be an Irish pub later on–restaurant, and heard the news on 
the radio, and that was when I became immediately interested in the war.  That 
was my freshman year in high school.  And my high school education paralleled 
the war years. 



!
GK: Was there any–?  I imagine there would be a special focus on the war. !
Helen Oh, yes, I had a large scrapbook of the war’s various battles going on, in Europe 

and in the Pacific.  And I later read The Winds of War, have you ever read those?  
               . 
GK: I haven’t, no. !
Helen It’s a triology, I think.  I can’t remember the name of the author, it started with a U.  

The Winds of War.  Look it up.. !
GK: Okay. !
Helen It’s an historical novel actually, it follows a Navy commander to both areas of 

conflict. !
GK: I will.  Let’s see here.  So, I’m curious to know if the teachers made a conscious 

effort to speak about the war every day, or was it more of a–? !
Helen I don’t remember.  No, we talked about what we were there for.  I dated a guy who 

ended up on Okinawa and came back.  I corresponded with him all the time he 
was there, and when he came home he didn’t even stop to say hello or goodbye,-- !

Gk: Really.   !
Helen --he went back to Iowa and became a watchmaker.  I guess I must have heard 

from him from Iowa, or I wouldn’t have known what he did when he got there. !
GK: Well, what was his name? !
Helen Dean Something-or-Other.  I’ll remember it in the middle of the night and call you 

up. !
GK: [Laughter]  Well, if he went back to Iowa, then you don’t need to remember. !
Helen But we were going to Jefferson at the time that we dated.  He had a motor 

scooter, and he would walk the motor scooter home and I would walk with him. !
GK: Would you remember, were a lot of fellow students wanting to join the war effort? !
Helen Oh, yes.  I think most of our high school–I don’t know how many students in my 

high school class were not there to get their diplomas because they had joined up.  
It was very common. !

GK: So, what was the higher ratio, girls to boys, I would assume? !
Helen Oh, yes.  This was true all through high school, well, my senior year anyway. 



!
GK: Were more of your female classmates–did they work in war-related–?  You had 

mentioned you were working in the shipyards.   !
Helen I don’t know, I don’t know what they were doing.  It was too busy tending my own 

business. !
GK: Okay.  Did the war have any impact on you, or did President Roosevelt’s way of 

dealing with the war have any impact on your political beliefs in the future, or 
basically his wartime actions? !

Helen I didn’t read about some of them until much later, and neither did anybody else.  I 
didn’t know the circumstances of the Japanese visiting in Washington at the time 
of Pearl Harbor frankly.  This came out much later, in my view, or at least that’s 
when I learned about it.  I learned about other things that happened after the fact, 
after it happened.  I certainly agreed with his handling of the war, or he wouldn’t 
have been elected for a fourth term when he did when he was so ill, which people 
weren’t aware of.   !

GK: Right, right. !
Helen As they weren’t aware of his infirmities, his lack of being able to move his legs, he 

couldn’t stand up, because the media had not revealed that. !
GK: Really. !
Helen Yes. 
GK: Let’s see, what was it like when you had heard the two–I guess, if you could tell 

me where you were and what you were doing when you heard that each theater 
of the war was over, the one in Europe and the one in the Pacific.   !

Helen Mm-mmm.   !
GK: Or if you could tell me what that felt like. !
Helen Relief, relief.  Elation, at V-J day.  The bomb scared everyone out of their socks 

because when it went off we thought it was going to poison the world.  There was 
just mass fear, and I think that still permeates today in view of the recent–or the 
current discussion.  The Senate hasn’t ratified the last agreement– !

GK: I believe they did during the lame duck session. !
Helen Okay, thank you for bringing me up to date, I missed that. !
GK: I believe so, you have to double check that. !
Helen I’m trying to figure out how.  I’ll find a way. 



!
GK: [Laughter]  So, people were aware how big of a deal politically– !
Helen Oh, yes, oh, yes.  Truman, I think, did a tremendous job, and he certainly did, 

because he was elected.  I won a bet.  I bet that Truman would beat Dewey, and I 
won a fifth of scotch, then I had to share it with the couple that I won it from.   !

GK: The price of– !
Helen The price of victory.  The people did approve of him, they elected him, and the 

prevailing theory was that he was going to lose big to Thomas Dewey.  
Newspapers had the headlines all printed– 

GK: I’ve seen that, the photos– [Laughter] !
Helen My father looked a lot like Harry Truman did. !
GK: Oh.  What were some of your parents’ or, say, older generations’ reactions to–

lemme scratch that.  Older generations who had already lived through the first 
world war, could you tell me about their interpretations of the Second World War 
and the technologies that came out of that? !

Helen My girlfriend’s father had been in World War I, and he died early, but I don’t think it 
was connected with any war wounds.  No, I guess I just didn’t know anybody who 
was really affected by World War I.  I don’t know how to respond to that. !

GK: Okay, that’s okay.  [Laughter]  So, sorta back to your personal involvement with 
politics.  Was it soon after–you had mentioned that soon after Monroe Sweetland 
came to talk to your class is when you became interested--more interested in 
politics. !

Helen Yes. !
GK: How soon was it after this that you had joined the Young Democrats of Oregon? !
Helen Mmmph!  Well, I trying to remember which came first.   !
GK: So, it was right around the same time though. !
Helen Yes, and so I continued that interest in college.  I’m not sure there was a Young 

Democrat organization in college though, because we tried to start an ADA, 
Americans for Democratic Action, and there weren’t enough nights in the week to 
meet, because there were too many organizations on campus meeting, and we 
decided not to do it.  So, I’m not sure that there was a Young Democrats in 
college.  But here in Portland, it was after I’d filed a document for the law firm was 
when I was most active.  I was secretary at that time. 

GK: Could you tell me some of your duties at that time? !



Helen Take good care of the minutes.  I remember typing Stevenson’s speech when he 
came to Portland, which my boss had written.  He had been a speechwriter, a 
backup speechwriter for the White House.  In fact, employment at that law firm got 
me quickly involved.   !

GK: Really.  What were some of the goals of the Young Democrats of Oregon? !
Helen It was to raise money, and interest, and help get out the vote, and communicate 

with other organizations with related goals. !
GK: Do you remember some of the methods of getting people out to vote?  Was it door 

to door, or–? !
Helen That was part of it.  We all were active in our precincts.  I organized 14 precincts, I 

did it on the telephone, mostly.  It was much easier that way.   !
GK: Yes, precinct committeewoman.  Was that when you were organizing? !
Helen Yes. !
GK: What about when you were a district leader? !
Helen That was the same thing. !
GK: Okay. !
Helen But I remember I got more votes for precinct committeewoman in my precinct than 

Stevenson did for president. !
GK: Really. 
Helen It was because I had gone door to door, and people remembered me.  And when I 

got to Washington, I used Robotype facilities at the Democratic National 
Committee to write everybody and say, “I can’t be a precinct committeeperson 
because I’ve come to Washington, but thank you for your vote.”   !

GK: [Laughter] !
Helen They’d probably have voted for me again if I’d come home. !
GK: Really, really.  What was that experience like, going door to door?  How many 

hours were doing that? !
Helen Oh, lots.  In the evening, when people were home.  That was really very 

interesting.  I got to know all my neighbors, black and white.   !
GK: What did you discuss with them? !



Helen How they were gonna vote, urge people to vote my way, which they didn’t do.  
They voted for Eisenhower.  Stevenson’s problem, if I’m remembering correctly, 
was the Suez Canal incident that tipped that election.  If it hadn’t been for Suez, I 
think Stevenson would have had a chance. !

GK: Yeah, I actually had a bunch of questions further on when we get a little bit further. !
Helen Are we on record?  Okay, just checking. !
GK: Let’s see, oh, right.  Now that we’re back on, was your experience running for this 

position different because you were a woman running for this position? Was it 
previously–? !

Helen No, I don’t think there was any difference.  In fact, the parties put out both–
committeeman and committeewoman. 

GK: Oh, okay. !
Helen If I remember correctly.  I don’t know how it is now. !
GK: So, you were remembering people’s reactions being very positive, door to door. !
Helen Yes, just because of the personal contact.   !
GK: How long did you spend at each household when you–? !
Helen  Sometimes I was invited to sit down, but most of the time it was just a short 

discussion at the front door.  Sometimes it was handing in a piece of literature.  
But they remembered the name. !

GK: Was there a lot of discussion? !
Helen No.  I’m sue that some people would agree with me that they would vote my way, 

and then turn around and vote for somebody else, which is their right to do. !
GK: Yes, yes. !
Helen But nobody was rude.  And I didn’t have a bit of hostility or door slamming or– !
GK: Well, I’m interested in this because–it seems like today, if you were to go door to 

door and tell people how to vote politically, you might come against some friction. !
Helen I don’t know.  I volunteered for Jeff Merkley when he was running for senator 

recently, just addressing envelopes and folding and putting postage stamps on 
and doing routine computer work.  There were people who went door to door to 
dope out certain things that they wanted–the strategists wanted to emphasize or 
deliberate about.  And their experiences were good, and they were successful in 
completing their job as far as I could tell when  I overheard some strategizing.  I 



forgot where I was. !
GK: I was just asking about the interactions in general, going door to door. !
Helen I found it very interesting.   !
GK: Did it help you with your political beliefs?  Hearing all these people discuss–? !
Helen No, everybody had a right to their own opinions.  No, they had a right to do the 

same thing as I was doing. !
GK: Okay.  Well, I think that’s enough for today. !
Tape 4, Side 2 !
GK: It’s February 15th, 2011.  We’re picking up–last time we left off talking about, sort 

of, your personal relationship with politics, your family’s relationship with politics. !
Helen Yes, yes. !
GK: And this is leading up to an event that you were lucky enough to experience?  The 

1956 Democratic Convention. !
Helen Right !
GK: To start off, how did you get involved with working with the committee? !
Helen Well, after I left Capitol Hill, I volunteered–no, I didn’t volunteer, I applied for a job 

at the Democratic National Committee.  It was a temporary job, just through the 
end of the election.  I worked in the natural resource section, combined with the 
small business section.  I don’t know how they picked me to go to the convention.  
I did not work in the press section, but answered phones in an adjoining area–and 
I don’t remember what they called it.  I remember spending all night typing the 
speech that was given by the chair of the committee– !

GK: That was Paul Butler? !
Helen Yes, how did you know that? !
GK: I think you had it written down on a page that listed– !
Helen “A Day at the–,” yes.  I didn’t find that in my review over the weekend.  I 

remembered Paul, but I didn’t remember his last name.   !
GK: I could find it for you if you’d like. !
Helen Please keep looking.  



!
 [Pause ] !
GK: So, you had typed out sort of a schedule of your–. !
Helen No, this was just describing a day at the convention.  I had an early breakfast that 

day at the little place around the corner–not so expensive, after paying $2.50 for a 
hamburger and a glass of iced tea the day before, which I thought was a very high 
price for that year.   !

Answering telephones was my primary job, all three of them, one on the 
hotel switchboard and two on the headquarters switchboard.  Only one 
jangle on each located across the room from each other and a mad 
scramble to determine which was ringing, usually the hotel line, because 
over 100,000 miles of wiring, the convention directory had mistakenly listed 
our number as that for the press room.  Somebody wants to place a rush 
telephone call to a man in the hotel across the street to our switchboard to 
the other hotel switchboard.   !

The hotel that I’m talking about was the Conrad Hilton, and across the street was 
another hotel, Blackstone, I think it was called–it was a smaller hotel, but the 
convention was held in both places. !

Ask for Room Information.  Wait 10 minutes with Room Information 
Operator while Room Information Operator answers what must be requests 
by 100 other people asking for Room Information.  After getting Room 
Information, she says, “Just a minute, I’ll connect you,” not giving you the 
requested number.  Occupant of room says, “Number is two digits higher.”  
Flash operator and get switched.  Start all over again.  Three switchboards 
later, find Room Information had wrong information.  Finally reach room.  
He’s out.  Leave message.  Never hear from again. !

GK: [Laughter] !
Helen  Rush call from headquarters, to leave immediately for amphitheater 

at the stockyards five miles away.  Official car with police driver and 
detective in front seat.  Sirens wide open through midday traffic, going 
wrong way on one-way street.  Brakes screech when truck and trailer 
emerges from beneath viaduct and is slow to stop.  He does.  Arrive 
stockyards 15 minutes later in state of total collapse.  Regular beat of 
police driver?  Investigating traffic accidents.   !

GK: [Laughter] !
Helen  Wait for an elevator, the usual three loads full before getting one 

while gathering courage to join the queue of people lined up like 
greyhounds at the starting gate to charge for the next empty one.  Senator 



Humphrey takes a corner in a hurry, a band plays “Happy Days Are Near 
Again,” spontaneously demonstrating for Harriman.  Somebody yells, “Hey, 
Oregon” and it’s a familiar face of a delegate from home.  Senator Morse 
breezes out of a down elevator headed for the airport, and his assistant, 
passed four times in two days in the elevator, says, “How are you doing?”  
In the automatic way of all politicians, out go the hands to shake with the 
gesture of long lost school friends. !

GK: [Laughter] !
Helen  Finally to bed, clean white fresh sheets, each day, thorough spoiled 

to return to once-a-week schedule.  Too tired to ponder over being spoiled.  
Hope that the political party across the hall doesn’t repeat this morning’s 6 
am performance.  Political conventions sometimes arouse considerable 
exuberance and may cause some undue noise.  Afraid to use the earplugs 
by courtesy of hotel with the words “For Your Convenience,” because the 
bell for next morning’s call announcing time and temperature may go 
unheard.  Temperature: Warming up.  Time: It’s later than you think.  Vote 
Democratic. !

GK: [Laughter] !
Helen That is the story of the “Day at”–.  I didn’t mention the fact that the typewriter I 

used to type his speech was a manual, and I have a stiff little finger that is the 
result of a volleyball accident in college, but I managed to type that speech.  He 
started out reading the speech, but quickly turned to the teleprompter, which was 
just being introduced to the country.  Before that, there was no teleprompter.  He 
never again looked at the speech after I had worked so hard– !

GK: I’ll bet that was frustrating.   !
Helen Yes. !
GK: Do you remember much about the speech?   !
Helen No, don’t remember a thing. !
GK: [Laughter] !
Helen No, I don’t.  I remember sitting in an empty hotel room watching TV when I left the 

shift on the phone, and was still watching TV when John Kennedy made his 
speech.  He impressed me so much, as he did others and thereafter, but I think I 
may have cried when he didn’t win as the close candidate for vice president. !

GK: Really, I had read that that was the only, or at least for a long time, one of the only 
conventions where the delegates got to choose their running mates. !



Helen Oh, really.  I didn’t realize that.  I really didn’t. !
GK: So, huh. !
Helen So, you told me something I didn’t know. 
GK: Do you remember anything about Kennedy’s speech in particular, or–? !
Helen No. !
GK: It was a good one?  What was the mood of the convention. !
Helen Oh, just wild.  What you see on TV is really true.  They–everyone is so eager to 

boost their own candidate that it’s catching.  It’s just high all the way through.  
Busy, busy. !

GK: That year, I believe, he was running again against Eisenhower.  He ran in the 
previous election for him.  Was there any sense that Eisenhower was going to win 
in an landslide? !

Helen Everyone was so wrapped up in their own candidate that they didn’t even mention 
the opposition that I recall. !

GK: Did you meet any people that left an impression with you there?  It doesn’t even– !
Helen Oh, yes.  There was one person.  Her name was Kay Johnston.  She and I 

worked together on the phones.  When we got back from–to Washington, she 
actually went to work for me.  And I didn’t realize that until I was reading the 
letters, I mentioned her name as–.  Not for very long, it was the summertime.   !

GK: Is this a few years before you had started Helen Nickum & Associates? !
Helen Not too many.  I worked as temporary help for public stenographers for three 

years before I started the business, so we must have been in touch during that 
time. !

GK: So, what places were you doing temporary work for?  What type of businesses? !
Helen Are you familiar with the field of temporary help? 
GK: Um-mmm, okay.’ !
Helen I worked for a small, family owned operation that had mimeograph facilities in the 

building on the corner of Connecticut and K in Washington.  They had 
stenographers and secretaries to work in their office and out of the office in the 
offices of others as temporary secretaries.  I worked for an amazing array of 
people, including three or four Supreme Court Justices.  Arthur Goldberg had an 
office when he was with the Steelworkers in that building before he became a 
supreme court justice.  And then his tenure–well, he stepped down for whatever 



reason, why did he step down?  I don’t remember, I didn’t Google to look it up 
either. !

GK: That’s okay. !
Helen I’m sure that it was Abe Fortas that was staying at the Dupont Circle Hotel, which 

was close to their office, and I delivered something to him at that hotel, and he 
answered the door in his boxer shorts.  And I handed the papers to him, he said, 
“thank you” and I left. !

GK: An interesting interaction. !
Helen He was very hard on his secretary, but he always made up by buying her 

something, so when she got a new bracelet or whatever, we knew they were back 
on speaking terms. !

GK: [Laughter} Was it around this time when you started thinking about starting your 
own business? !

Helen It was toward the end of this time.  I was–in my travels I learned that there was a 
service for sale, and a letter that I did not include in that collection referred to 
how–well, I’ll back up a little bit.  My aunt and uncle, my aunt was married to a 
doctor who was still practicing in his field, which was in internal medicine, he 
specialized in heart problems, and he had financed his nephew in opening a dress 
shop in California, and he offered to help me start a business.  That never 
happened, but I didn’t know that it wasn’t going to happen until after I started it.  
My sister told me that it was my aunt who had talked him out of it. !

GK: Really. !
Helen And I never knew why.  But at that time I’d already taken–I’d already done the 

deed, so I had to go forward.   !
GK: You had no choice. !
Helen That’s right. !
GK: But were there things that you learned while doing this temporary work that, you 

know, you felt you could improve on in your own business or things– !
Helen Yes, I decided that I would run the secretarial business more fair than the one I 

was working for, which I did by promptly stealing a couple of clients from her. !
GK: [Laughter] !
Helen Including Larry Smith, Larry Smith & Company, who was one of the founders of 

the shopping mall in this country.  He partnered with an architect from Los 



Angeles and wrote the book Shopping Towns USA.  He was Canadian, and left 
Canada when they nationalized the electricity business.  He had worked for a 
private utility and came to this country to build a shopping mall, which is--
Northgate, I think, in Seattle was the first shopping mall in the country. !

GK: Oh, really.  You were working–he was one of the clients that you took? !
Helen Yes.  He did a lot of traveling, but he often said that it was cheaper to write a letter 

than it was to travel.  He had an interesting reproduction system in his office, 
which was called “Bruning.”  You typed on a piece of film paper, and to make a 
correction you had to use an X-Acto knife to cut the wrong word or letter and 
replace it.  So, when you left the desk you’d have all these little pieces of paper 
spread around the area.  But that Bruning was instrumental in the kind of work 
that he did, which was being a consultant for both central business district 
businesses and the stores themselves.  As a consultant he would advise Macy’s 
or whoever hired him, and he would present all of this work in a bound binding.  
He represented the Bishop estate, for instance, in Hawaii, and Eaton’s 
department store in Canada.  It was a very interesting business.  I liked the 
temporary help field because I learned so much. !

GK: You had mentioned that when you started your business you had wanted to make 
it more fair.   !

Helen Yes. !
GK: What specifically do you mean by that? !
Helen Oh, if I was working on a Sunday, for instances, for an Eastern Airlines 

representatives before the Civil Aeronautics Board, my boss would triple my wage 
as her charge to the airlines, and if I had done that I might still be business. !

GK: [Laughter] !
Helen In any event, I worked for my same old hourly rate with time and a half for over 40 

hours in a week, which was much different from the triple charge just because it 
was Sunday. !

GK: Okay, by more fair you’re meaning more fair to the client and not the employee. !
Helen More fair to the secretary. !
GK: Really, okay.  Were there any ideas–I guess, ideas–about the company that you 

worked for temporarily that you incorporated in your business? !
Helen I just emulated them.  I bought a mimeograph machine and set it up in front of the 

fireplace. !



GK: And you had said that it was towards the end of this that you were thinking about 
starting your own business? !

Helen Yes. !
GK: Do you remember when this happened or anything specific about that decision? !
Helen It was in the sale of this one secretarial service in the hotel, who had purchased it 

from the previous person.  And the equipment was old, and she was asking a 
price more than she paid for it, but most of it was in good will, and I figured if that 
was the case I could start with new equipment and eliminate the higher charge. !

GK: Okay.  Was there anyone who helped you out in starting this business? !
Helen Oh, yes, definitely.  The junior partner of the law firm that I worked for in Portland, 

at the time that the partnership folded, he went to Alaska, Kitimat, I guess it was 
British Columbia, where Harvey Aluminum Company was building a facility on the 
banks of the Cooper River–Copper River?–Cooper–Copper River in that area.  He 
was–had something to do with housing.  The senior partner had gotten an SBA 
loan to log and process timber from the Tongass National Forest in Alaska.  So, 
they both went north.  Subsequently, Nick–his name was L. A. Nikloloric, and his 
nickname was “Nick.”  He came to Washington, because he had been employed 
before he went to Oregon by Arnold, Fortas & Porter.   !
He started his own practice in the securities business in an old house on K Street 
that had a dumb waiter in it right behind my desk, and when he came to 
Washington, he asked me if I’d be his secretary, and I said, “Nick, I like what I’m 
doing.”  Well, a month or two later he asked me again, and at this point I said I will 
if I can run a secretarial business on the side.  And he said as long as he’d have a 
secretary available when he needed them and if I would do his filing, which I did.  
We occupied two rooms, the dining room had a sitting room behind it in this old 
house, and that lasted about a year when he needed larger quarters.  And when 
he moved out I moved the mimeograph machine into his office and the green sofa 
that was there out into our office.  I had also hired two secretaries before I started 
the business.  Both of them had worked for Dick Neuberger and had left the Hill 
while I was doing temporary help work downtown, and I talked ‘em into it.   !

GK: So this was like a precursor to actually owning your own business.   !
Helen That was the beginning of it.  And then the next piece of equipment that we 

bought was a collator, an automatic collator with six bins, which was better than 
nothing.  At the agency where I had worked, she had set up ping pong tables, and 
you’d walk around the table picking up sheets to make a book that would be 
bound with a spiral binding. !

GK: Okay.  What kind of–I’m curious to know all the type of equipment that you 
needed to start– 



!
Helen I had two typewriters–three typewriters.  I bought one–and I think I bought that 

electric typewriter well before I started the business because I had it at home.  It 
was a Model B.  But I leased two typewriters from IBM. !

GK: Okay.  And it was just the typewriters? !
Helen Yes. !
GK: Okay.  You had mentioned in some of your papers about starting the business that 

you raised $850 initially.   !
Helen That was all the money I had at the time I started. !
GK: So, it–were you putting up all the initial cost?  !
Helen Yes. !
GK: Really, okay.  That must have seemed quite a leap of– !
Helen Faith?   !
GK: Yeah. [Laughter] !
Helen Yes.   !
GK: Can you tell me if there were any initial obstacles that you had in starting the 

business? !
Helen One after another.  Just one after another. !
GK: Were they small things, or was there any one large–? !
Helen Well, the cash flow was just a nightmare.  I didn’t even know about cash flow 

when I started.  I found out.  After the mimeograph machine, we leased an Ektalith 
camera, which was Eastman Kodak’s answer to the Xerox.  It was cheaper than 
Xerox copies if, depending on the quantity that you bought.  There was a 
breakeven point at one point.  When people discovered that if they did it by Xerox, 
it would cost more than paying for a paper plate camera product.  So,  we were in 
the paper plate business with offset presses.  And I think that the first offset press 
that we had was in our second location.  We moved three times during the life of 
the business.  We went from the old house on K Street two doors west to the 
second floor of a little office supply company, and that was just a two-story 
building stuck in there between the houses.   

GK: Huh. !
Helen Subsequently, the whole block was razed to build a high rise.   



!
GK: [Laughter]  Was the reason for changing locations just developing in size? !
Helen Yes, that was part of it.  After that, we moved to the second floor of a building 

owned by the Association of Air Conditioning, Heating and Plumbing, and it didn’t 
have any heat on the second floor.  They had replaced their furnace, and the 
furnace wasn’t producing the heat.  That was a very cold time until they got it–.   !

GK: I can imagine. !
Helen That was an association of all the professionals in the business throughout the 

country that didn’t have heat on the second floor.  And they had to remove the 
windows to get the presses in the building.  I remember that.  It worked out very 
well. !

Tape 5, Side 1 !
GK: Could you tell me about your original staff?  You had mentioned earlier that you 

had worked with some of the staff that you had hired.   !
Helen Yes. !
GK: Was most of the staff people you had worked with previously? !
Helen No, as a matter of fact.  The first two secretaries were the only–oh, one other 

person from Senator Neuberger’s staff.  She’d come down downtown in DC to be 
a legal secretary, and it turned out that she had graduated from Oregon State 
University ahead of me, and was on the Senator’s staff that I went to Washington 
with.  All of the people that were on Dick Neuberger’s staff kept close touch with 
each other, sort of a little club, for whatever reason. 

GK: Hmm. !
Helen She worked for me on two different occasions.  She’d come and go.  Her husband 

was the US representative to the international coffee agreement for the 
Department of Commerce, and later they came to Portland–that’s a different story.   !

GK: You can go–. !
Helen Well, Henry was visiting in Portland and by that time he had retired and was 

helping the District government get organized.  And I had been working here as a 
free-lance typist for the Multnomah County Finance Department, and I worked for 
them for a year at night editing and typing procedures on the Mag Card II system 
and was able to provide Henry with the document–to introduce him to the man 
who had the authority to give him the document–that he took to DC that was 
instrumental in setting up the financial procedures for the DC government. !

GK: Oh, man.  That’s an important– 



!
Helen That’s right. !
GK: [Laughter]  So, this is–Henry–this is someone you worked with previously. !
Helen Henry was the husband of June who had been the staff member that had worked 

for Dick Neuberger– !
GK: I see.  So, how many people overall on your staff do you think you had worked 

with? !
Helen Those were the only three.  During the time of the business, I employed 153 

people. !
GK: Really.  Wow! !
Helen Some of them were short term.  Some of them were long term.  Dottie Hurley, who 

was one of the early bookkeepers, paid back what she had received when she left 
the Pentagon due to ill health, but she paid it back and went back to work for the 
government in the balance of payments program in the Department of Commerce, 
and she still came back at night and helped me as a typist and proofreader.   !

GK: That’s nice. !
Helen Yeah.  It was–“Helping Helen” was the theme song of the people that worked for 

me.  Everybody came down to “Help Helen.”   !
GK: [Laughter]  That must have felt pretty nice.  Oh, I wanted to ask, I was curious 

about this, you had mentioned–or maybe in one of your writings but it was 
mentioned that in 1961 you were one of four first women in the whole country to 
receive an SBA loan?  A Small Business Administration loan? !

Helen Yes, the first loan was in the amount of $9,500, and the camera, Ektalith camera, 
was the collateral. !

GK: Oh, okay. !
Helen And I think by the time the business closed I had paid for the camera three times 

over.  And that’s the way loans go.  I had made regular payments up until the last 
six months of the life of the business. !

GK: Could you tell me a bit about that process–or I guess in other words a more 
interesting question is, were you aware that you were one of the first women in 
the country? !

Helen I was told that.  I was also told that I had the best prepared application that they 
had ever seen, which I took as a compliment. 



!
GK: Yeah, I mean, if you were one of the first four women to get one of these in 1961, I 

believe that they had been doing that–giving out these loans for– !
Helen I don’t know when the agency was established. !
GK: The late 50s, the 50s, I think?  What was it like–it sounds really exciting, I guess. !
Helen It certainly was.  It allowed me to meet payroll.  Okay.  Here’s the poem that I 

wrote in the Christmas flyer for ‘61. !
GK: Would you like to read that? !
Helen Sure. !
  ‘Twas the third year of business on October One 
  With hard work behind us and some hours of fun. 
  In case you don’t know by this time what we do, 
  I’ll try to explain or at least give you a clue. !
  A public stenographer, that’s what they say, 
  Will do anything legal as long as you pay. 
  That is, secretarial, mimeography, too, with  
  The help of two messengers, who pick up  
  And deliver directly to you. !
  Should you be a client, a lawyer or such, 
  With one little document or ten times that much, 
  To file with the FTC, FPC, ICC, too, 
  Or to file for Congressional requests for review. !
  We’re flexible–in number and the kind of work we do. 
  Should you wish one girl to work or even ten plus two, 
  Which is what the payroll averages every other week. 
  With eight employed from day to day and 15 July’s peak. !
  June left to take a full-time job, and now we work for her. 
  Irene left, too, and Caroline, Dorothy, Barbara, Kay and Sue. 

With Ed replaced by Stan and Jack,  
  While Tom returned the summer through. 
   Lexine, Marge, Kathie, Jill complete the ones who left 
  And now to name the ones we are to show we aren’t bereft. !
  Betty K in April, Dot and Edith all along, 
  A great help with the books is Dot, I always do them wrong. 
  Clara started June 16, Betty S to San Antone, 
  Gerrie came in August, Merle stopped by en route abroad 



  To England and her home. !
  Almost forgot.  In early March we expanded quite a bit. 
  With one more room and one more phone  
  And three more chairs in which to sit.   
  Vic, Dirk and Roger, Jerry, Arden, Polly, Doris B, 
  With Karl to help collect the bills 
  The ones slow pay, you see, and to manage late in August 
  For my ten-day trip to Montreal 
   
  In a new, green Corvair Monza to a brief New England fall. 
  To see a former roommate now wed and settled down, 
  To catch up on old times and to see and to do the town. 
  Then, on to Quebec City and a fair in French they spoke, 
  Back by way of Maine and Mass, and on back home flat broke. !
  So, this is 1961 for me, busy, varied, true, 
  It brings my fondest greetings for a Happy ‘62 for you. !
GK: Was this a personal Christmas letter that you sent out, or was this a business 

one? !
Helen They varied.  One year, in ‘59, we addressed it to Friends and Relatives, and the 

last one was addressed “To Clients.”  That was friends and relatives. !
GK: Well, that was a very creative way to send out a Christmas letter.  That must have 

taken some time. !
Helen Not really.  One of them was in the form of a Christmas tree, which I drew on a 

piece of paper on another copy.  This was–these weren’t directed to anybody in 
particular.  It was just a Christmas letter.  I missed a couple of years here and 
there.  ‘64 and ‘66 and ‘67.   !

GK: Okay. !
Helen I tried to recap during the year.  That one happened to emphasize staff. 
GK: You also made a big trip to, was it, Montreal? !
Helen Yes. !
GK: Was this just a personal visit your friend? !
Helen Actually, Tom went with me.  Tom had been in the monastery, and he was the son 

of one of the secretaries at Arnold, Fortas & Porter, who was really my mentor.  
She had known the owner of the previous business, and was very helpful to me in 
handling my business.  She was extremely helpful.  When Tom came out of the 
monastery he had to have a job, so I hired him as head of our production 



department and the messenger service.  We didn’t have bicycles.  They were 
undignified, according to the fellows.  So, we bought a motor scooter and 
ultimately a motorcycle. !

GK: For the business?  Wow. [Laughter] !
Helen Because we had to deliver what we did. !
GK: That was kind of nice of you.  Did you get to take it home? !
Helen No, I didn’t.  I never rode it.  I did ride the bicycle, when it was very cold in the 

wintertime, and people actually honked at me, they hadn’t heard of people riding 
bicycles. !

GK: Huh. !
Helen I came to the right place. !
GK: Well, could you tell me, I guess, about some of the, maybe, more favored clients 

that you had? !
Helen Oh, there were so many of them.  Everybody decided, everybody claimed that 

their work was more important than everybody else’s.   !
GK: I can imagine that. !
Helen Another favorite client was R. L. Banks & Associates, and we did two large jobs 

for them– !
A six-volume intermodal transportation study, text and statistical tables 
comprised of two different paper sizes, each volume page numbered and 
bound differently for desired visual presentation, prepared in conjunction 
with the proposed merger of the Union Pacific and the Rock Island 
Railroad.  !

 That’s 1966.  In 1967:  !
A two-volume set of Flying Tiger Airline exhibits presented to the Civil 
Aeronautics Board, including 720 statistical pages typed from handwriting 
in a one-month period– !

GK: Is that the average amount of time it takes for a project of that size? !
Helen It wasn’t average anything.   !
  --in the Trans-Pacific case.   !



Now, Flying Tiger won the route, this is CAB authorized, and if I had bet on their 
stock, I would be a millionaire by now.   !
Okay, along came the riots: !

   Of 20 riot city profiles, prepared 16 from rough copy comprising one 
to two volumes per city, of approximately 100 pages per volume, under two 
contracts: one with a research group, Systemetrics, Inc., a subsidiary of 
Real Estate Research Corp. by contract to the National Advisory 
Commission on Civil Disorders, Kerner Commission; and one with the 
Commission itself under which our secretaries transcribed raw interview 
data with riot city participants from tapes dictated by Commission staff; 
proofread page layout of Government Printing Office galley proofs of the 
riot report written by Commission staff based on the profiles; and compiled 
and typed the index for the GPO edition.   !

Oh, the next one is: 
Twenty regional labor contracts between trucking employers and local 
teamsters’ unions, including typing of proposed new agreement terms and 
page layouts in facing page format during a one-month period; over 700 
pages printed in 100 to 300 individually bound copies in a 36-hour period, 
accomplished by also subcontracting to four other Washington DC printing 
firms. !

GK: You guys were busy. !
Helen Yes.   !

More than 18,000 continuous, fan-fold labels typed from various printout 
methods by computer or other addressing systems and accuracy confirmed 
within a one week’s period in 1970.   !

GK: Wow.  You guys, I can see why you employed so many people in there, though. !!
Helen One Christmas the staff decided that what I really needed as a Christmas present 

was a cuckoo clock, and I agreed and got it home to Portland and gave it to 
Goodwill.   !

GK: Oh, really.  [Laughter] !
Helen I couldn’t stand it.   !
GK: You couldn’t stand how late you were working? !
Helen No, I couldn’t stand that cuckoo clock. !



GK: Right.  Well, so many of the projects that you worked on sounds like the issues 
that you or your employees could take kind of personally.   !

Helen Oh, they did.  They were very much involved in the work that we did. !
GK: Did you find it more often than not–you were involved in what–I mean–I guess I 

phrased that– 
Helen No, you phrased it fine.   !
GK: It seems like, you know, issues that at the time were very– !
Helen Yes.  We helped write history. !
GK: That’s a good way of looking at it.  Wow. !
Helen “We did testimony of individuals representing associations, corporations and 

branches of local government agencies before Congressional committees and 
federal government agencies.”  I guess I read it twice.  “Legal briefs.”  We did a lot 
of briefs for Arnold, Fortas & Porter, as well as others. !

GK: Do you remember any projects or clients that you didn’t like working on at all? !
Helen The ones that wouldn’t pay. !
GK: Did you have your collector? !
Helen Yeah, Karl helped somewhat.  He had passed the bar in the meantime.  Oh, I met 

him at the previous agency, and he was going to law school then.  I remember 
calling him up one morning and telling him he’d passed the bar.  He hadn’t read 
the paper yet.   !

GK: [Laughter]  That must have been a nice call.  So, were there problems with people 
not paying? !

Helen Oh, yes.  One economic consultant hired us to type a Model Cities program for 
the city of Cohoes, New York, near Syracuse.  I thought we were working for the 
economic consultants.  They managed to just shove their pay liability to the city of 
Cohoes, who didn’t pay.  And so, probably a year after my business closed 
partially because of that– 

GK: Really. !
Helen It was a $4,000 bill, and I could have used– !
GK: Yeah, that was unfortunate, frustrating. !
Helen Oh, oh, yes.  You don’t know how unfortunate it was.   !



GK: Man.  Was that the main–?   !
Helen Yeah, I didn’t write off a lot.  And part of it was my own fault.  In fact, when the 

business closed I decided that it was all my fault. !
GK: Really. !
Helen And I came home to Portland and signed up with the OHSU outpatient psychiatric 

department because of the fact that I thought I had failed.  And I was in that 
program for probably six months trying to get my self-esteem back.   !

GK: It sounds like this was a lot of stresses that were involved in this type of business. !
Helen Yes, a lot.  It was really two businesses.  We had a secretarial department and a 

production department, and we were competing with other temporary help 
services.  Our biggest use–our best use was typing and printing what we typed, 
which was in volume, which was what I pointed out when I was trying to sell the 
business before it closed.   !

GK: Because that would utilize both sides– !
Helen Yes.  We printed stuff that other people typed, and we typed stuff that other 

people printed.  And one day–the nurses’ association called up and asked for one 
of our men to come hang a picture for them.  I said that wasn’t exactly what we 
did, but for you we’ll make an exception, and I found one of the guys who went 
over–.  The liability for one, what if he hit a stud or– !

GK: That’s amazing. !
Helen We did it. !
GK: Well, if you like ‘em.  What were some of the biggest stresses, I guess?   !
Helen Time. !
GK: Time constraints?   !
Helen Yes.  Everybody left everything to the last minute to get done, and then wanted it 

sooner. !
GK: Well, you mentioned that they all thought they were the most important client on 

your list. !
Helen But we didn’t talk about the others.  We just worked against people’s own 

deadlines.  They’d bring projects to us and forget part of it and have to go back, or 
we’d call first to see if something was ready for pickup and we’d get there and it 
wasn’t ready.   



!
GK: Man.  That’s gotta be really stressful.  Sheesh!  Were there some unexpected–I 

guess, sorta like the nurses’ hanging up the– !
Helen All of it was unexpected.  [Laughter] !
GK: Was there any specific jobs besides hanging up of the painting that stood out as– !
Helen Oh, let’s see.   !

We typed theses for both masters’ and doctors’ degrees for submission in 
ribbon copy and ____________ for such universities as George 
Washington, American, Catholic and Cornell.  Three involved footnotes in 
Russian, Indonesian and German.  Others dealt with religious art, English 
literature, library science, matrix algebra, chemistry and cancer research.   !

GK: Wow, that’s a lot of responsibility for those projects.   !
Helen Yes. !
GK: They seemed just as important as others you were working on. !
Helen Resume service. !

We advised, edited, typed and printed in multiple copies by offset.  Also 
prepared covering letters by offset, matching press ink to typewriter ribbons 
for insertion of the inside address.  Only resume service in downtown 
Washington. !

GK: Really.  Wow.  Was that a popular service that you guys– !
Helen Yeah, we typed ‘em all the time.  They would just walk in– !
GK: It had mentioned here, shoot, where is it?  Price outline.  !
Helen  Sorry, we do not compose resumes. !
GK: Did people try to get you to compose it for them? !
Helen Yeah, they had to start it out.  We typed a detailed report of the Kennedy inaugural 

parade.  We also typed the Lyndon Johnson inauguration final report.  It went in 
and out of the office so fast I never even read it. !

GK: Really.  I imagine you got a chance to be pretty knowledgeable about what was 
going on in Washington by all the– !

Helen Yes, before it happened.  Like the Bay of Pigs budget?  E. Howard Hunt walked 



into the office and brought the report–and the budget on a piece of legal size 
paper that we typed in Spanish.  And then he stood over me while I flushed the 
typewriter ribbon down the toilet. !

GK: So, why did he have you type it in Spanish? !
Helen Because it was authorized by the Committee for Refugees, Cuban refugees, and 

Cubans speak Spanish.   !
GK: Okay, okay. !
Helen And there was a report that accompanied it.  So, when the Bay of Pigs invasion 

occurred at the end of the next month, I wasn’t surprised.   !
GK: Did people ever come to you in looking for future events? !
Helen No, no, that’s the only one that came to my attention. !
GK: So, he actually made you flush the whole thing– !
Helen Just the ribbon.  Because on an executive typewriter--that’s what they called it-- 

when you typed, there was a one-time use for the carbon ribbon, and you could 
read the ribbon and see everything that was in the letter that had been typed– !

GK: Oohhh, okay. !
Helen So, by putting it down the sewer it was gone.  And he knew about that, he being a 

spy.   !
GK: Yeah, he would know where to look when people wanted to find out information.  

Wow.  I wasn’t aware that you would get this before the event.   !
Helen They had to have a plan, and that was in December.  We weren’t very far, just 

about two blocks, from where their office–the Watergate burglers–E. Howard Hunt 
was one of the Watergate crowd. !

GK: Really.  Were you in Washington when this– !
Helen Mm-mmm.  Mm-mmm. !
GK: What year was that? !
Helen 1960, let’s see, what year was it?  December, 1960, it was the month before the 

senator [Senator Kennedy] was inaugurated, early December of the year before. !
GK: Okay, I was thinking of– yeah, okay. !



Helen But he was not inaugurated in 1960.  So, that was maybe ‘59.  !
GK: Was that maybe one of your biggest profile assignments? !
Helen No.  What do you mean by profile? !
GK: I imagine getting to type the budget of the Bay of Pigs. !
Helen That was just one legal size page, and the report that went along with it.  Yeah, 

here it is, written up: !
   The Bay of Pigs invasion.  I’ve always suspected that E. Howard 

Hunt asked Maurice Stans, one-time treasurer of CREEP, the Committee to 
Reelect the President, to help him find somebody to type the budget, and 
Maurice Stans must have told Rocco Siciliano, who was a resident attorney 
in the old house on K Street, who knew about our services.  This took place 
early in December of 1960 before Kennedy’s inauguration day on January 
21st.  We typed the budget on one legal size page in the original and 
several copies in Spanish with no accent marks.  We also typed a multi-
page report in I don’t-remember-what language.   !

 Must have been Spanish.   !
When we finished the budget, he stood over me while I flushed the 
typewriter ribbon down the toilet in the bathroom behind the dumb waiter.  
The ribbon showed the outline of each character cut out of the carbon.  
Front page _________ for the budget !

  [EXCEPTION 2] !
Tape 5, Side 2 !
Helen I’ll back up a little bit.   !

But a letter to my sister revealed that billed him for the report because the 
time of several people were involved, as well as supplies.  I also remember 
his making an extended telephone call to the Pentagon that everybody in 
the office overheard, which somewhat irritated me because we paid for the 
telephone by the minute.   !

 I watched pennies.   !
GK: [Laughter] !
Helen  When our firm applied for a security clearance through the 

Department of the Navy after we typed the South American Alliance for 
Progress program for Senator Kennedy’s office, after which it was 



classified, I traveled to Baltimore on the bus, and reported this to the 
presenters, who huddled in the corner.  They admitted they did not know 
who I would notify and ask permission to undertake the project.   !

 I guess not. [Hunt, the burglers and their minions were all operatives of the CIA.] !
During the Watergate hearings I exchanged some friendly  correspondence 
with Samuel Dash, the prosecutor, regarding the incident. !

GK: Really.  What was the correspondence? !
Helen Just reporting that we had typed the budget for– !
GK: Oh, was that an issue with the–? !
Helen They were trying to find out who these people were, and I thought I had some 

information that they could use.  Oh, and that reminds me of an incident–another 
story, it doesn’t belong in this one.   !

GK: Okay.  Shall we stop?   !
Helen Okay, let’s stop. 
Tape 6, Side 1 !
GK: It’s February 22nd, 2011.  I’m here with Helen Nickum, and we’ll go through the 

personal letters and major projects worked on during Helen Nickum & Associates, 
Inc. !

Helen So, three years into the life of the business I asked my sister my mail–she lived in 
Portland, of course–and I lived in Washington, DC–I asked her to save my letters, 
which she did.  She found a corner of the closet and put them there and I found 
them before she died.  I put them in a safe place.  And last year, when I thought 
about writing memoirs, I took it upon myself to type them so that I could search for 
projects.  I also took a writing class, which was not fruitful because I never wrote 
anything much.  And then this interview opportunity arose so that I didn’t have to 
write anything.   !

GK: [Laughter]  Was there a specific–? !
Helen The letters–some of the letters weren’t dated, and I had trouble putting them into 

the appropriate years.  The business was started in 1959, October, and it closed 
on May Day 1971.  The letters are dated 1963 to ‘71.  The first highlight is Martin 
Luther King’s dream speech in January of ‘63.  We did not close the office that 
day, but it was very quiet, unusually quiet.  No one really knew what was going to 
happen at that large crowd at the Lincoln Memorial.  We just went about our 
business because we didn’t know what else to do. !



GK: How close was your office to the Lincoln Memorial? !
Helen We were located on K Street, which is now Lobbyists Row, very close to 

Connecticut Avenue.  The business started in this old house about two blocks 
from Connecticut.  It’s probably a mile fairly directly down to the Lincoln Memorial.   !

GK: It was in range of what was happening that day.   
Helen Yes, that’s right. !
GK: Well, did they broadcast it on the radio? !
Helen We didn’t have a radio in the office.  I don’t remember if it was broadcast.  I 

remember seeing a mike there in the TV re-creation, the tapes that were made on 
the spot, but I don’t--it must have been recorded because we hear snatches of it 
periodically ever since.  The next–January of ‘63, again the Bay of Pigs budget.  
Didn’t we discuss this last time?   !

GK: We mentioned it somewhat briefly. !
Helen Okay.  That was brought about by a personal reference.  I remember discussing 

the trip to Baltimore, well, that brings up the first occasion of our typing something 
and then having it classified later.  When we were asked to type the Alliance for 
Progress program for the Kennedy office, John Kennedy’s senatorial office, we 
didn’t have a security clearance, but we did it anyway, and after we had typed it 
and delivered it, it was classified.  After I got to Baltimore at the request–after I’d 
asked for a security clearance, it was presented through the Department of the 
Navy, which was located in Baltimore for whatever reason.  I showed up, and after 
one of the sessions, which had explained it was important to ask permission to 
handle security–classified information, I asked, “Whom should I have asked to 
type that program?  And they just huddled over in the corner discussing the 
situation, and the answer was they didn’t know. !

GK: Really, even– !
Helen Yes, and there were two other occasions–well, those were the two, the budget 

and the Kennedy office, oh, I can’t think of the third one right now.   !
GK: Was that information classified when you first took the dictation for it, or did have 

the idea that it was– 
Helen No, I had no idea that it was classified or was going to be classified.  Oh, I know, it 

was the Riot Report.  The commission dictated all their information regarding the 
riots in memo form so that it would not be subject to the Freedom of Information 
Act. !

GK: Oh, man.  A very clever way of working around– !
Helen That was the third one.   



!
 EXCEPTION 3. _______________   !

Leo Szilard at Dumbarton Oaks.  One Easter a friend and I went sightseeing to 
the museum at Dumbarton Oaks, which was the location of a treaty or a pact that 
was signed in World War II.  Now, I don’t remember anything about that, but I 
have a picture of me that was taken in the yard in front of a tree that was in 
blossom, and under the tree was a little stone–a low stone fence.  And Doctor 
Szilard was sitting on that stone fence, and I didn’t know that at the time.  I was 
just standing in front of the tree, and the picture came and there was Doctor 
Szilard’s bottom sitting on the fence.   !
And I mentioned to him–that was a later day--that I had worked at Hanford, which 
was the site of the bomb, and he was a biochemist, one of 29 people who were at 
the location of the soccer field in Chicago with Enrico Fermi when the pile was lit.   

GK: Really. !
Helen Yes, and he frequented our office for several weeks.  One time during the first 

suborbital trip to the moon, the one in which the paint came off the space ship, 
only he knew that it came off the space ship.  We were glued to the radio--we now 
had a radio in the office–waiting for the ship to land, and Doctor Szilard sat on our 
little sofa along with the editor of the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists waiting for the 
landing so he could get on with his dictation.  I had had chemistry in college, and, 
of course, took shorthand, and he wouldn’t dictate to anybody but me.   !

GK: Really.  Was that because of the relationship you guys had both kinda working– !
Helen Because my shorthand produced a better product.  It was just his preference.  He 

went to Russia at one point–I can’t remember the results of that trip.  He was 
married to a scientist who was active in the Inter-American Treaty Organization.  
He died of a heart attack, I think, although he had had cancer of the bladder.   !

GK: Do you remember anything exciting or specific, ‘cause you were listening to this 
broadcast with him in the room? !

Helen No, he was just being very patient, and acted as if it was coming down the street.  
He was Hungarian by birth and had a temper.  He also had a nephew that worked 
for an attorney in Washington, who spelled his name differently, S-I-l-a-r-d, rather 
than S-z.  A few years later, during the dolphin project and the Cold War he wrote 
The Voice of the Dolphins.  That was important because the dolphins were, in his 
view, extremely intelligent.   !

 This is a little book of fiction, actually it’s an essay: !
The Voice of the Dolphins derives its title from a television program of that 
name set up by a group of American and Russian scientists who conspired 
to save the world.  This story gives an account of world events as seen in 



retrospect by a future historian.  It covers a period of 25 years starting with 
1963.  The world which fails to achieve the _____________ in the 1960s 
succeeds in accomplishing this goal 25 years later.  Behind the screen of 
make-believe there gradually unfolds before your eyes a wealth of 
constructive and ingenious political thought on what it would take to solve 
the problem that the bomb poses to the world. !

 That’s the story of the essay.   !
GK: And he was writing this around the same time that you were– !
Helen He visited our office–I remember taking and typing a speech which he gave 

before a scientific group in Boston.  Just to carry on his daily business.  He had 
just returned from a trip around the country in which he visited college campuses 
to ask professors to tithe 6 percent of their annual income to the Committee for a 
Livable World so that they could educate Congress about the dangers of atomic 
energy.  And that committee is still alive and kicking. !

GK: Really. !
Helen Yes, I attended a dinner here in Portland sponsored by them not more than three 

or four years ago–oh, it was during an election year, the last election, not the 
current one, the one that Gore lost.  And I’ve contributed to it periodically to it 
since then.  They give all the proceeds to candidates for Congress, who if elected 
agree with the principles of the committee.  And Doctor Szilard and I had a large 
argument over whether there was an “e” in the word “livable.”   !

GK: Really.  [Laughter] !
Helen And that first year, the committee actually spent more money that had been 

donated than the committee on the–what was it?  The group that lobbies for 
privately owned public utilities, the biggest spending group in the country.  But this 
first year the Committee for a Livable World outspent them.   !

GK: Really.  Was this–were you already interested in this subject when he came to 
your offices, or--? !

Helen Yes, I knew about him.  Probably–I don’t know how I knew.  I don’t remember how 
he came to seek our help.  He just walked in the door.  There must have been a 
way, because most of our clients were by personal reference, in fact, that’s about 
the only way.  We have a very large list of well-known people–Stuart Alsop, who 
was a syndicated columnist.  We worked for the National Cultural Center, which 
became the Kennedy Center for Performing Arts before it was the Kennedy 
Center for Performing Arts, which I never got to see before I left Washington, but 
we had worked for them regularly.  Jose Ferrer, when he was in town appearing in 
Man of La Mancha, who claimed he didn’t have a good singing voice, was 
referred by a disc jockey whose sister had the same last name as I who had 



worked at the Pentagon, and when the disc jockey asked his sister who could 
help Jose Ferrer, she referred him to me, and we did.  We answered 
correspondence.  When the show moved on to Baltimore, he had made an 
appointment to come back to Washington to finish his correspondence, but it 
rained that day, and he had to cancel because he couldn’t risk getting a cold 
because he had to sing, and he said he couldn’t sing very well and he couldn’t 
take that risk.   !

GK: [Laughter] !
Helen He was a delightful person.  He had spoken before the Senate wives’ group, and 

the information that he talked about was going to form the basis of his biography 
that was going to be published by Little Brown & Company. !

GK: What was the correspondence? !
Helen Fan mail.  He always answered his fan mail.   !

Bruce Mooney had written the story of The Life of Lyndon Johnson that was in 
print but not very up to date at the time that Kennedy was killed. !

GK: I understood it was originally written before he had become president. !
Helen Yes.  And Bruce Mooney hired us to update or transcribe–retype the whole book, 

bringing it up to the current time, which we did, in a week. We had three 
typewriters that had the same font, and we could divide the work up so that more 
than one person could be working on a project, and that was how we 
accomplished the speed that we had.   !

GK: Would he–I assume that he came prepared with the changes already–? !
Helen Yes. 
GK: Would he just switch off person to person, or how did that process work of using 

three people to–? !
Helen We just divided up the chapters. !
GK: Oh, okay, I see.  So, he wasn’t just dictating it.   !
Helen No, huh-uh.   !
GK: That’s interesting.  Do you remember any major changes? !
Helen No, I’ve got the book.  I had to buy it; he promised to sign it for me, but that never 

happened, we did it so fast.   !
Irving Hoffman was a friend of Irving Berlin, and he came to Washington to 



see the opening of the musical Mr. President, which was based on the 
Kennedy presidency.  And he had us type his correspondence, which he 
carried around in a shopping bag with preprinted forms, so that he needed 
only to check a box. !

GK: What information would go out with– !
Helen He would write personal notes on each one of them, or dictate a letter, whichever 

was more appropriate.   !
GK: Were these letters for–what’s the word–promotion?   !
Helen Personal thing.  He was a Broadway devotee because of his friendship, I guess.  I 

don’t know what he did in New York, but I remember that about that time my sister 
and her husband had come from Portland, and we had trips both to Williamsburg 
and New York, and I wrote to him and he made reservations for us at a couple of 
Broadway shows, which was very nice of him.   !

GK: Really. 
Helen A big mix-up about the tickets because we didn’t know in whose name they were.  

We ended up paying double and then having to accept a refund, and I have a 
letter here that I wrote after the fact and thanking him for his hospitality.  A nice 
man. !

GK: Did you take many trips up to New York City? !
Helen Two or three.  Oh, I slept with Merv Griffin’s wife before he did.  My date, Karl-- I 

met him for the same temporary help agency, had a cousin–I’m thinking her name 
was Roxanne but I’m not sure that’s right.  Oh, Julanne, whom he married in 
1958.  After their divorce 18 years later, he never married again.  But she ended 
up owning the farm in New Jersey.  She had just come to New York and lived in 
an apartment very close to where the horses that plied through Central Park were 
housed, and it was a smelly neighborhood.  So, she decided that she couldn’t lick 
‘em, so she packed her lunch and joined ‘em in the horse barns.  And at that time 
she was working at the production studios where Merv Griffin was working, and 
they subsequently married–this was after our trip.  Karl slept on the sofa, and she 
and I shared her bed. !

GK: And how did you guys meet again? !
Helen I met Karl, her cousin, who was going to law school and worked in the temporary 

help agency at the same time. !
GK: Could you confirm it was a smelly neighborhood? !
Helen Yes.   !



Cousin George Nickum came to Washington to meet with the Bureau of 
Ships.  I didn’t know this cousin personally, but he met a friend of mine, 
who worked for Western Forest Industries in Portland, on the plane–they 
were seat mates on the plane.  And George asked Tom Murray, my friend, 
where he could get his testimony typed in Washington, and Tom said, “Go 
see Helen.”  So, he called us up and asked for messenger service to take 
prints to the Bureau of Ships, which we did, we sent a messenger, 
completed it, sent him a bill and that was that.  Next time he came to 
Washington he called asked me to go to lunch, and we did.  Well, it turned 
out that he was delighted he could send white prints of the ships that he 
was designing.  He was one of two or three, only, naval architects in the 
country based in Seattle. !

GK: Really. !
Helen Yes.  It was George Nickum & Sons, which went out of business after I did.  After 

that visit, he returned to Seattle and wrote the story, the genealogy, of which he 
was aware and I wasn’t.  He wrote the story of it in The Children’s Hour, 
addressed to his many children and grandchildren and sent me a copy of it.  And 
that’s how we– !

GK: Found out?  Was this after you had met?  So you had no idea during that whole 
time? !

Helen No.  Yes, my aunt in Morro Bay said that she remembered his visit to them when  
he was very young.  My dad knew that we were related somehow when I asked 
him when I was working at Swan Island Shipyard.  I had seen the blueprints with 
his name on it.  And Dad said, “Oh, that’s your rich relative in Seattle.” !

GK: [Laughter]  Wow, what are the odds of him sitting next to your friend on the plane? !
Helen That’s how we got acquainted. For several months after we had completed 

several printing projects for him, we would print the multiple copies and then 
deliver them to the Bureau of Ships, rather than his having to have them printed in 
Seattle and shipping to the Bureau of Ships.  Then, the Navy performed an audit 
and found out that the name was the same.  They made him stop the relationship.   !

GK: Really. !
Helen We hadn’t even known each other before that chance meeting on the plane.   
GK: Wow.  What was the importance of having personal references during that time.  

Was that how you got the most of your clients? !
Helen Um-mmm.  We did advertise in the symphony program, that was our only 

advertisement.   !
GK: And the rest of your business came from– 



!
Helen From personal references, and the Yellow Pages. !
GK: Okay.  I can imagine that was a lot easier than buying ad space. !
Helen I still needed to make cold calls, which I was not good at.  And tried a sales 

person once or twice, which was not all that successful.   !
Tape 6, Side 2 !
GK: I’m meeting with Helen and letters to her sister, retyping the highlights of those.  

You wanted to start out with letters regarding the truckers versus the teamsters? !
Helen Well, the letter isn’t about that, but the incident is recorded in a paragraph of that 

letter.   !
I think we have a month’s work, thanks to Jimmy Hoffa.  We’re working for the 
Trucking Employers, who are trying not to negotiate a national contract but just 
some time with him before he goes to jail.  Today, the project doubled.  We’ll be 
lucky to get our direct mail project done for lack of something else to do and to 
establish a regular mailing list. !!
It doesn’t describe the project, which I will try to do.  The goal was to reproduce 
the current contract on the right side of the paper, of the book, and the proposed 
language on the left side, and it was really a challenge to get those two lined up 
so that they would print properly.  It was a miracle that they did, in fact.  The 
Trucking Employers were successful in not completing the contract before Jimmy 
Hoffa went to jail.  And he did go, and the contract never happened, for a national 
contract.  The contracts were all individually negotiated throughout the country, 
and I don’t think that the subject of a national contract has ever come up again.   !

GK: Really. !
Helen I don’t think so, but I’m not in the business anymore, nor associated with the 

Employers.  Which, by the way, were headquartered here in Portland at 
Consolidated Freightways.  So, it was sort of like working for home–.  We were 
also working a lockout for one of the railroads at the same time.  That’s a different 
story, and I don’t have it highlighted here in the book.   !

GK: Well, if you want to discuss it, that’d be fine.  I imagine doing this project on top 
of– !

Helen We were always doing at least ten things at the same time. !
GK: Was this one of your most difficult technical projects? !



Helen Yes, it was.  I guess–well, I just noticed this sentence: “In case you might need the 
information, what it takes to survive in a small business, is endurance, patience 
and guts, not necessarily in that order.”  And that happened every day.  In things 
that happened or didn’t happen. !

GK: What were some things–I’m curious to know–that tested your guts? !
Helen The lack of cash flow, which was really a challenge.  I never missed a pay period, 

but it was very close.  And it finally happened that I just couldn’t meet the payroll 
and have enough left over to pay taxes that were due.  I’m sort of jumping ahead 
now.   
And I’ll go back to the next big project, which was working for the Kerner 
Commission, the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, which were–.  
Our contract was with the commission, and the other one was with a company 
called Systemetrics, which was also dealing with the riots with their contract with 
the commission.  What happened in creating the secretarial work, the typing part 
of the book, the charge for the labor became lodged in the production of the book 
itself, or in the printing business.  And where invoices for secretarial work are due 
when the work is completed, we couldn’t do that when the printing followed.  I was 
always operating with not enough cash.  I don’t know how we did it, as a matter of 
fact. !

GK: Was this a unique project, or did that happen on several occasions? !
Helen Well, it happened every time we had a large printing job that we also typed, so it 

was endemic in the kind of work that we did.  There were 87 riots that year in this 
country, and there were 20 that were selected to be recorded individually with, in 
detail, with the background of the riot, the play-by-play description as it occurred, 
chronology, and then the aftermath, what resulted from the riot in the community.  
Of the 20 that were selected we did 16 of them, two volumes in Newark and three 
volumes in Detroit.  Then, we did additional contracts with the Violence 
Commission, which happened the following–no, these both happened in ‘68. 

GK: What were these reports–you say, they document the different stages of the riots.  
More specifically, what–for instance,-- !

Helen Oh, they–Systemetrics was a group of real estate people who hired college 
graduates to go into the community to interview people, like the fire chief or a 
community leader, to say how it occurred, who did what.  These were all recorded 
on tape, and we would transcribe the tape, which was very interesting in that we 
had to deal with dialects of different parts of the country.  The same thing held for 
the Trucking Employers.  I remember the men in Chicago had Chicago accents.  
This was different from anyone else in the country. !

GK: Did working on these types of projects give you a more, a closer feeling of the 
struggles the country was going through? !

Helen Oh, yes.  We were in the middle of it.  I remember two sisters who worked on the 



Hill for a black representative, the representative from the Watts district in Los 
Angeles.  One of the secretaries–both of whom I hired to transcribe the tapes, 
because we needed the help.  And they were interested in the subject.  It was a 
mixed racial office.  At one time all the secretaries were white and all the 
production workers were black.  One woman who was from West Virginia was 
particularly racist, but it didn’t become obvious to people who were working.  It 
was just a job, and we did it.   !

GK: You were working for her, or she was a part of the staff? !
Helen She was a secretary who was transcribing these tapes.  !
GK: Were there any problems that came up due to this or– !
Helen Not really.  The secretary that I mentioned who worked for the Congressman later 

on moved to New York and sent her resume back for us to type.  So, that was a 
compliment as far as I was concerned.   !

GK: How common was it for businesses in the DC area to have mixed race? !
Helen Oh, very. !
GK: Really. !
Helen Oh, one incident I remember particularly, was a black pressman who had a 

toothache, and it was a very bad toothache, on the job, and I called my dentist to 
ask for emergency help, and he couldn’t, because he was booked for the day, but 
he referred us to a dentist that was right across the street from where our office.  
So, Jim went off and got his tooth taken care of; the dentist didn’t pull it; in fat, Jim 
wasn’t even charged for it.  And I was amazed.  When I talked to my dentist the 
next time, he said that “I hadn’t told him that he was black,” which I hadn’t, and I 
should have “because black people have much tougher teeth to take care of.”  
And I said, “You’ve got to be kidding.”   !

GK: [Laughter]   !
Helen And the reason he wasn’t charged for the visit was because he didn’t want him 

coming back.   !
GK: Really. !
Helen Yes.  That was the only thing I remember from that era that was blatant racism.  

I’m sure that other things happened that I wasn’t aware of.  Okay, where are we? !
GK: Finishing up with the Riot Report and the Current Commission. !
Helen Kerner, K-e-r-n-e-r, for the benefit of the computer. 



!
GK: I think–I believe I have a quote from you talking about the central computer. !
Helen “Oh, to have a magic telephone number, which when switched would dial the 

desired information into a mammoth central computer with an automatic voice 
returning call with the desired information.”  Does that sound like the Internet? 

 [CONFIRM THIS QUOTATION] !
GK: That does, that does sound like the Internet.  During that time did you imagine 

anything like that in the future, or was sort of a--? !
Helen No, that was just a personal plea for help.   !
GK: I had some questions written about sort of–I had this quote written down– !
Helen Go ahead. !
GK: What were some of the limitations that you had while you were working during this 

time that today would not come up or would be a problem with the technology of 
today? !

Helen Oh.  I had a developed a system of corrections on regular typed copy that would 
avoid having to retype the entire document.  I called it “patching.”  We could divide 
a project among as many as five secretaries, who would be working on it 
simultaneously, and making their own corrections by patching.  We had a light 
table and X-act knives, x-a-c-t-o, to cut a heavier paper–we typed on 80-pound 
bond paper because it was easier to cut than the fabric 20-pound, and then  
corrections could be bounced paragraphs from page to page.   !

GK: Oh, I imagine that– !
Helen When computers were developed–a typing service, for instance–one person 

would do the entire thing.  It was difficult to divide up.  That would be a limitation to 
my patching system, which really worked very well because the cuts didn’t show 
up on the camera.  They would show up on the Xerox machine but not on the 
Ekalith or Itek, I-t-e-k, paper plate process that we used on the office presses.  I 
don’t know that there’s another firm in town that does typing and printing, or even 
in Washington at the time, like we did.  We were a mongrel organization. !

GK: Was it you that came up with a lot of these– !
Helen I invented the patching process. !
GK: Really. !
Helen Nobody’s ever heard of it.  And now it’s not needed because of the ease of 

corrections and reprinting on the computer.   



GK: I imagine you had to come up with several creative solutions for problems that 
today would be– !

Helen Yes.  The technology deteriorated with the advent of the computer because as 
word processing developed, the providers were competing against each other for 
the best product.  Since the ‘60s–well, I have a sheet here which describes all of 
the systems that I used in their order.  Having learned to type on a Royal manual 
typewriter, and then worked at one employer on an Underwood manual typewriter, 
I learned how to operate the Dura typewriters that were electrically operated.  The 
Robotyper, which was the system whereby you cut one master and then made 
copies of the master and put them into different typewriters.  The Flexowriter, the 
same configuration with the added ability to record the name and address on a 
separate  tape that could be used to create the envelopes. !

GK: Really. !
Helen Then came IBM Models A and B, which were advances in the electric typewriter 

business.  IBM Selectrics came next.  You may remember a little ball that rotated 
to put the characters on the page.  Have you ever tried that? !

GK: I have, yes, I have seen that. !
Helen That’s a late development.  IBM also had a proportional space machine, a PSM it 

was called, that created a more typeset look on the page because it operated on a 
different principle.  For instance, the I and the l were one space out of five, and 
the letters M and W were five spaces, so that if you needed to make a correction 
you needed to know how many spaces were in each letter. !

GK: Okay. !
Helen Then, we also had a Smith-Corona portable typewriter with a speech font for 

typing speeches.  The same progression occurred with copy systems.  My first job 
with the US Maritime Commission in the shipyards, we typed ditto masters.  Did 
we talk about the ditto masters before? !

GK: I don’t believe. !
Helen Well, that was a master a backing sheet that was all purple, and as the typebar hit 

the page, it permitted an image on the back of that sheet in purple because the 
action of the typebar made the impression on the back of the same page. !

GK: Okay, making almost an immediate copy. !
Helen Yes, well, not a copy.  It created the print on the back of that page which when 

immersed in fluid would create multiple copies. !
GK: [Laughter] 



!
Helen In the law firm where I was working before I went to Washington, each copy that 

we had to have made we sent out to have a photostat made.  We were constantly 
were having photostats made of papers that we produced or that we received that 
we needed copies of.  Mimeograph came next, which we started with in the 
business in 1959, which was a Gestetner machine.  It was a competitor of 
mimeograph.  A few years later I was proclaiming the advent of the Haloid Xerox 
Corporation, which dropped the name Haloid, H-a-l-o-I-d, just for ease in selling 
the product, urging friends to buy the stock when I couldn’t do that myself.  It was 
magic. !

GK: I’m kinda curious to know, it seems like you were, in the career that you were in, 
always on the front end of technology coming out.  What was that like for you to 
be on the cutting edge of technology? !

Helen It was interesting to say the least.  Its evolution was a real challenge for everyone 
in the typing business, especially after the advent of the computer, or during the 
advent of the computer.  IBM had several, two, four, six, eight different systems in 
its evolution.  Others were Linolex, Magna I, Redactron, Savin, Samna and 
WordPerfect, _____________ and _______________, and Windows XP, and 
Unix and Xerox Memory Typewriter.  All of which, every one of them required 
training to learn how to use. So, if you were in the temporary help business, you 
would walk into an office and wonder what you were going to be greeted with, and 
could you operate it.  Well, chances are you couldn’t, because you didn’t even 
know where to turn it on.  So, it changed the business of getting words on paper 
considerably, to say the least. !

GK: I would imagine that the people who were best at the job were constantly in 
training for–. !

Helen That was the problem.  Employers weren’t aware that it needed training.  One law 
firm where I was working ________, after I came back from DC, a secretary would 
record on a Mag II and hold the cards at her desk, and attorneys would take the 
copy to the secretary who worked two desks down, who would type the whole 
project again, not knowing that the secretary sitting two desks away held cards 
with the entire document recorded on them.  Employers were just as much at sea, 
because they were trying to find the system  that could give them the best product 
or the best use.  So, everyone was being whiplashes. !

GK: Was that maybe one of the advantages of your business?  That you were aware 
of the challenges? !

Helen Oh, no, I wasn’t the only one at all.  Apparently–you asked about– !
GK: The advantages that you had– !
Helen Okay.  I knew that I couldn’t meet the computer age because I couldn’t train 



everybody that walked in the door to all the equipment that was out there.  
Fortunately, I didn’t have to meet that problem because the business closed on 
the eve of the computer age, May Day, 1971.   when people from all over the 
country came to shut down the government in protest of the Vietnam War, when 
thousands of people were arrested and held in the Robert Kennedy baseball 
stadium and lawyers by the dozen were trying to protect their rights. !

GK: Did you personally–after you had stopped with the business, did you personally 
keep up on technological update? !

Helen Oh, I had to.  Well, yeah, I had to, because I was selling my services as a 
secretary, and it involved one machine or another, so I was constantly having to 
learn new equipment. !

GK: What was your experience in transferring from typewriter-based technology to 
more computer word processing? !

Helen It was really difficult, and I think I speak for all the other secretaries.  We–I co-
founded the Pioneer Word Processing Association here in Portland, which was 
comprised of secretaries.  And another word processing association, the 
International Word Processing Association, was comprised of managers and 
vendors, and they finally merged into one organization.  But it was very difficult for 
the secretaries–. !

Tape 7, Side 1 !
Helen Yes, the ___________.  One of our clients, Larry Smith & Company, he was the 

founder of the shopping mall in America. !
GK: Oh. !
Helen With an architect out of Los Angeles, Victor Grued, Larry Smith wrote a book 

called Shopping Towns USA.  His business was consulting with department 
stores, cities, municipalities, in dealing with shopping malls.  And then, also, 
having taken shopping to the suburbs, also became a consultant to the central 
business districts competing with the suburbs.  Well, his business used the 
Brining machine.  It stood about five feet high, and took a master that was a 
master–the master being a semi-opaque, film-type sheet.  And in order to make a 
correction on the film, the secretary had to cut the word or words out of the page 
with an X-act knife and replace them with 3M tape.  So, at the end of the day you 
would have a whole area around a desk filled with minute pieces of paper.  A very 
awkward method, but very effective for him to get bound documents out the door 
and into his clients hands in a hurry.   !

GK: Was this a common machine or was he one of the– !
Helen It was just one of them on the market.   



!
GK: Oh, really. !
Helen But you’ve never heard of it probably. !
GK: No, no. !
Helen An interesting development was at a later date when a client was touring the 

Pentagon, I recognized one of the assistant secretaries whose picture was in the 
lobby on the wall as the attorney that I had spent the night with on the floor with 
wet sheets to dry to take to New York the next morning on the train.  And I had–he 
and I were crawling around on the floor putting sheets of paper together as they 
dried. !

GK: Just to get it ready for the– [Laughter] !
Helen On a Saturday night.  All kinds of things happen in the business.   !
GK: I was also curious to know about besides work just your personal experience with 

adopting these technologies.  Were you an early adopter of the personal 
computer? !

Helen Well, I tried to learn everything I could about every machine that I could with very 
little help.  Certainly, from the employers that expected you to sit down and 
operate–in one case I was working in the evenings on the same machine that the 
secretary in the daytime had produced the project.  A simple little correction 
became a crisis when it was determined that she left no space after she typed a 
word, and I had been trained to leave a space after the word.  That wouldn’t 
happen now, but that was part of the challenge of working with–. !

GK: Because training varied between people, and the machines weren’t very forgiving 
of that. !

Helen That’s right. !
GK: That sounds frustrating. [Laughter] !
Helen Very.  I would have resigned if I could’ve. !
GK: When the Internet came out, were you familiar with that when it was first starting? !
Helen No, I wasn’t.  I learned it from friends this time.  It was fascinating. !
GK: Was the quote that you wrote in a letter?  Did that come back to you soon after 

seeing the Internet, or was that a later connection that you made? !
Helen I don’t remember the quote. 



!
GK: The one about the magic telephone number? !
Helen Oh, that, yes, I remembered that.  It was the answer to my wish.  But so much 

more. !
GK: How would you feel secretarial work now, today, how much do you think it has 

changed from when you were working in it, just in terms of the ease of 
technologies. !

Helen Having mastered–you never master anything–but having worked with it 
successfully for a period of years, now it’s so much easier.  You asked about 
accepting technologies.  I knew many other secretaries who would refuse or 
decline to learn the computer or any computer or automated typing system, 
because of fear or just unwillingness to meet a new challenge.  To their own 
disadvantage.   !

GK: I imagine it was hard though because of the pace in which these new 
technologies would come out.  It almost seems that as soon as you would be 
done training for one training for one, there would be a new one that you had to 
be able to– !

Helen That’s right, and that still happens.  Every time Windows changes or updates– !
GK: You get a new Windows.  To me this seems like people working in this industry 

could easily at the time been some of the most knowledgeable people in 
technology in terms of, I guess, word processing technology and copying 
technology, I guess that’s not really a question. !

Helen Yes, it was an underpaid job also. !
GK: The amount of information you would need to know.  It seems like a lot compared 

to today, in which case _______________, there’s no background to it. !
Helen There came a time, some three years after starting the business, when I applied 

for an SBA loan, the first one in the amount of $9,500, and the second one for 
$13,000.  A third loan application was denied, because, number one, the SBA ran 
out of money, and, number two, what money they had was being put into the 
black community, probably as a result of the riots.  So, I tried to sell the business, 
and prepared an elaborate document, complete with spreadsheets, and presented 
it to people who were interested or somewhat interested in buying the business.  
One man, an entrepreneur in Toronto, expressed an interest in the secretarial end 
of the business, but offered to buy it at book value, which I declined.   !
Then came the 1st of May of 1971 when people from all over the country came to 
Washington to close down the government because of the escalation of the 
Vietnam War, and when thousands of people were arrested and held in the Robert 



Kennedy baseball stadium and lawyers by the dozen were there trying to protect 
their rights.  Those arrests were absolved several months after I had returned to 
Oregon, which was reported over a weekend very briefly on a last page of the 
front section of the Oregonian.   !
That was the weekend that I closed the business, having been referred to a 
bankruptcy lawyer, whose last name was Doctor.  He was an attorney, but his last 
name was Doctor.  I awoke on the Monday, after the closing of the business the 
Friday before, to a world of six feet of trash around Dupont Circle, just looking out 
the window.  It was a very sad time.  One phone call from the Bank of America 
wanted us to print one page, and I said, “We can’t, we’re out of business.”  Oh, 
that was followed by another client, two men who came to my apartment to finish 
up their project.  I don’t remember what it was, but we finished it. !
In Portland, my sister walked in and quit her job in the insurance business and 
came back to help me.  She said it wasn’t a very good job anyway. We put my 
apartment furniture in storage, and collected my two cats from the vet, got on a 
plane and returned home to Portland.   A year later I had my things shipped when 
I had an apartment identified, staying with Lois and her husband in their 
manufactured home in Cornelius, which is halfway to Forest Grove.  I also sought 
the help of the Outpatient Psychiatric Department at OHS because I felt that it 
was not the business but it was I who had failed, and my self-esteem was at an 
all-time than low. !

GK: I imagine that was very emotional. !
Helen Yes, it was emotional. !
GK: To say the least. !
Helen So, it took me a several months to get back into the workplace and become a 

productive citizen again, starting from scratch as a Kelly Girl. !
GK: How was your feeling about Helen Nickum & Associates changed over time? !
Helen Well, it’s changed since I started this project.   !
GK: Really. !
Helen Yes, two years ago I did a “Sharing Lives” program, a Sunday night program, 

talking about our lives.  It seemed to me that the business was such an important 
part of my life.  Now, it was entirely different.  I can talk about it now.  For years 
when I started talking about it I would choke up, because the effects have lasted 
that long.  Now, it’s just another part of my life.   !

GK: Really.  What do you think was the change? !



Helen Me, I changed.   !
GK: That’s good.  I was curious to know about your transition from Washington DC 

and coming back to Portland and working– !
Helen I think I began work as temporary help for Kelly Girls because I could turn down 

assignments or take assignments. !
GK: What were the Kelly Girls? !
Helen The Kelly Girls was a temporary help service, strictly, no production involved.  

Working for different employers for the length of time requested.  I then took a job 
for Boise Cascade with an office on Terwilliger Boulevard as an office manager, 
which was a flop.  I was in charge of the supply room, where I was physically 
located, but I was also charged with finding storage space for a whole room full of 
furniture.  These two responsibilities did not meet my definition of an office 
manager.  I left there to take a job with Amfac.  Starting the job I ran into one 
problem after another with the equipment .  It seemed to me I was always fighting 
the equipment.   !
I applied for the job at US Bancorp, which was a new company, a holding 
company for US Bank, as a result of legislation passed in Congress which we 
helped the Bank of America support.  This had a group of professionals and about 
two staff persons, and I was the only secretary.  We had a receptionist who also 
did photocopying, we answered 13 telephone lines, trying to type perfectly on a 
Selectric typewriter, when it was decided to get into the automatic word 
processing on a Mag II machine.  In the meantime, unrest was brewing in the 
ranks, and I joined six other women in a class action suit against US Bank for 
discrimination in promotion and pay. !

GK: Could you explain how this came about or are you able to? !
Helen I’m trying to remember. !
GK: I didn’t know if there was a legal– !
Helen No, no, I had been very active in the feminism movement in Portland as publicity 

chair.  We had two very successful conference.  It started out with the Oregon 
Council for Women’s Equality, and then the Women’s Political Caucus, which is 
now defunct in Portland, in training women to take public office.   !

GK: When did you join these organizations? !
Helen During the time that I had returned from Washington. !
GK: Early 1970s. !



Helen Mm-mmm. !
GK: What was that experience like?  Was it very popular compared to DC? 
Helen Well, it started in DC.  I remember we put out a flyer–how did that happen?  Thirty 

women came to a restaurant on a Saturday night _________ about being 
discriminated against in their jobs.  One woman was paid considerably less than 
the man who had the job before her.  We were all ready to shut down our 
______________ we were so mad.  And when we left we hadn’t made any plans 
to meet again.  I don’t really remember, but it went on for quite awhile. !
The attorneys who took my deposition thought I was from New York.  I said, “No, I 
was from Washington DC, and their attitude changed considerably.  That was 
really difficult, because I also had to look for another job. !

Tape 7, Side 2 !
GK: Today we[‘re gonna talk about your involvement with US Bancorp and the 

settlement or the suit that you had against them. !
Helen All right.  First of all, just a little background.  How did you first get involved with 

US Bancorp? !
Helen I answered an ad in the paper for a–don’t know what it was.  A secretary 

apparently.  And made application and got the job.  It was an entry level position 
for US Bancorp, which was a new department in the banking system.  It was a 
holding company, and it had offices across the street in the Commonwealth 
Building from US Bank, I was to be a secretary to the man who was head of 
corporate development, and I would sit outside his door along with the 
receptionist, in the central area.  Down the hall–well, off the main area–was a 
copy room holding a Xerox machine.  Other offices adjoined that area, and a 
hallway led to the other banking entities that comprised the administrative offices.  
I just got the job and went to work. !

GK: Was US Bancorp well known at this–? !
Helen No, it was brand new.  Only recently had the One Bank Holding Company Act 

passed Congress, and while I was in Washington I actually had as a client the 
Bank of America, who was involved in the passage of the Holding Company Act 
as a major bank. !

GK: And that allowed for banks to kind of expand what they wanted to invest money 
in?  !

Helen I don’t know. !
GK: Neither do I. !



Helen I may have known at the time what was incorporated in that Holding Company 
Act, but it ended up in our area as a brand new office.   !

GK: Okay, it allowed for US Bancorp to– !
Helen Yes. !
GK: Okay, okay.  Do you remember anything specifically about the secretary to the 

head of the corporate development man that you worked for?  You mentioned you 
were secretary to the head of the corporate development.  Is there anything 
specific that you remember about being– !

Helen About being the secretary? !
GK: Or when you worked alongside with the receptionist. !
Helen Oh, oh, yes.  Todd had an assistant whose name was Ken something, who it  

turned out was dislexic.  That is a condition, a brain condition, of reversing letters 
and having difficulty in writing.  Their best efforts would have been in an auditory 
situation.  It had nothing to do with a lack of intelligence, it was just a condition. 
One day he presented me with a table to type, which I did exactly as he had 
written it out.  And Todd was furious that I would do such a thing, because I didn’t 
understand what his problem was, having no forewarning about it.  That was only 
one of several instances.   !

GK: What were some of your original tasks and some of the difficulties you had in 
working this position?  You had mentioned that it seemed understaffed for the 
amount of work you were supposedly doing. !

Helen Oh, yes.  As a secretary I was accustomed to typing and filing and answering the 
telephone.  Well, that’s what I was doing for everybody that worked there, a lot of 
people, a lot of telephones.  There came a time when we were asked to cut back 
on staff, and the first person to go was the file clerk, who was the lowest person 
on the payroll staff and the most important person– !

GK: I can imagine. !
Helen –in terms of keeping the supply cabinet in order and up to date. !
GK: Were you then expected to pick up the tasks that– !
Helen Oh, they were spread around.   !
GK: How was some of these tasks that you were assigned, how were they different 

from previous jobs that you had? !
Helen Well, I don’t–previous jobs were so different specific to what I was doing, except 



that as a secretary I worked for the person that I was assigned to.  In this case I 
was working for more than just the secretary to corporate development, I worked 
for everybody, anybody that had something to be typed.  And it had to be perfect 
typing.  We didn’t have to use carbons because the advent of the Xerox machine 
meant that we could make photocopies for people other than the person receiving 
the information.  But the ribbon copy had to be perfect and could not show 
erasures because they would be copied– !

GK: They would show up on– !
Helen So, it was a matter of typing clean copies, hopefully, from dictated material.  While 

I could take shorthand, it was much easier for the authors to either dictate a tape 
or prepare written material to be handled, put into typed format.   !

GK: Okay. !
Helen Does that answer the question? !
GK: Yes, yes, that’s very ___________.   !
Helen Okay. !
GK: So, when did you first start to become aware of some of the discriminatory 

policies of hiring and advancement? !
Helen Gradually.   !
GK: Maybe not exactly when but more of– !
Helen Yes, I was aware that the mail room, which operated the–and dispatched 

messengers in the downtown area was occupied by both men and women.  The 
men were permitted to use cars to deliver their messages, and the women had to 
walk. !

GK: Really.  And were they being trained the same amount? !
Helen I don’t know. They kept their salaries very private.  And I was aware that the men 

in our area believed that they had higher salaries than the men at the bank.  So, 
salaries were always present but not generally discussed.   

GK: So, this was the first sort of examples of you hearing about the–? !
Helen It was just one example.  After the women who comprised seven plaintiffs that 

ended up suing the bank, it became–each instance of discrimination became 
much more obvious to us and developed over that beginning time when the suit 
was in its infancy.  !

GK: How did that happen, how did you guys meet? 



!
Helen You know, I don’t remember.  I really don’t remember.  Probably over lunch. !
GK: Common stories? !
Helen I really don’t remember. !
GK: Did it almost seem less than specific instances of pay discrimination and job 

discrimination?  More of like a culture of discrimination? !
Helen Yes, that’s right, that’s right.  They didn’t really recognize that they were 

discriminated against. !
GK: Did that make it easier to happen? !
Helen No, no, it was already there.  It didn’t need any help.   !
GK: So, could you tell me more about the decision–or I guess the process you went 

though with the other women to develop a suit? !
Helen We had periodic meetings with the attorneys.  The leading plaintiff, Gerry Lent, 

met with our attorneys, Charles Merten, who I think became a judge.  Gerry 
herself became a lawyer. !

GK: [Laughter] Do you remember if it was it her idea to start the suit because she was 
the lead plaintiff? !

Helen It was her idea, and I joined with her.  I think we were the first two, and then others 
joined us. !

GK: Were you nervous about this?  What was your feeling as this as–? !
Helen I was angry for years throughout the duration of the suit.  I was angry every bit of 

the way.  I was so angry at one point I gave myself asthma.  I sought help and 
was treated as an asthmatic because I was just so angry.   !

GK: Was the anger towards the slow process or the– !
Helen Angry about the discrimination.  How could they do this? !
GK: Was that–so, after you had started the suit, how long did it take between and 

more, the escalation of action?  Was it a long period of–? !
Helen No, it was fairly steady, because the negotiations with the bank were in the hands 

of the attorneys who needed to document and explain all of the instances.  
Comparitors, in the case of myself, my comparitor was a man who operated the 
word processing equipment in the bank and I was operating it in the holding 



company. !
GK: Okay. !
Helen And that was fairly recent because of the evolution of the equipment.  For 

instance, we were both using Mag II equipment, but it was new equipment for 
both of us.  I had operated it at other locations.  I don’t know what his experience 
was.  He also had other tasks such as the telephone installation and monitoring 
and changing that occurred in the telephone business, which was not in my area.  
But are common comparisons in the typing area.   

GK: And that was used as a reference point. !
Helen Right. !
GK: How did attitudes from US Bancorp to you and the women– !
Helen Oh, after we filed the suit I was fired. !
GK: Really. !
Helen Oh, yes.  The minute they learned that a suit had been filed.  So, that constituted 

an amended complaint of retaliation.   !
GK: Was that legal? !
Helen No.   !
GK: I didn’t think so. [Laughter] !
Helen None of this was legal. !
GK: I can imagine.  Were there other women in the suit fired as well? !
Helen No.  As a matter of fact one died before the consent decree was settled.  At the 

end there was only one person left who worked for the bank, and others left for 
different reasons. !

GK: I was interested in–I had read that in several of the articles that it keeps 
mentioning that you guys–the suit was made to change the policy, instead of 
getting monetary back pay.  How did you guys come to the decision to chose 
policy over back pay. !

Helen Mm-mm.  That was fine with us.  It was the practices that we wanted to change, 
and the settlement did include pay.  But I think they were handled on the equal 
base in pay provision under Title VII.  But the important changes were in the policy 
area.   !



GK: Thirty-eight percent of manager positions needed to be filled by women by 1983?  
Was that correct?   !

Helen Probably.  But those conditions weren’t met by the bank.  Under the terms of the 
consent decree, they did not fulfill them.  So, we defendants went back into court 
five years later and presented it to Judge Solomon.  During the discussion he said  
that he thought that the bank was a fool for having signed the consent decree 
because he, Judge Solomon, had never discriminated against his secretary.   !

GK: You mean personally? !
Helen  That was what I heard from the bench, afer which I got up and walked out of 

court. !
GK: I don’t blame you.  And this was the second appearance. !
Helen This was five years later when the bank had not complied with the provisions of 

the decree. !
GK: Were there any other emotions or general feeling that you had beside anger 

during all of this?  Frustrations or– !
Helen I took it upon myself after leaving this job to enter a course in court reporting, 

which involved going to school half of the day so that I was then free to free lance 
late afternoon and evening work, which I did as a legal secretary, a free lance 
legal secretary.   !

GK: And this was brought up from what was going on legally? !
Helen No, I had to earn a living, but it wasn’t because of the bank suit.  That was an 

independent problem. !
GK: Okay.  Could you tell me about the other six women who were on the suit?  Were 

you guys friends or was it more– !
Helen Oh, yes, we were all friendly.  Gerry, the lead plaintiff, kept us all in touch.  One of 

the other women was a bank teller, another worked in the proof department, 
another in the real estate investment division, and that’s all I can remember right 
now.   !

GK: But it was more than a professional–you guys all got along. !
Helen Oh yes, we were equally angry.   !
GK: Could you tell me a little bit about your experience with the lawyers? !
Helen Yes.  We all showed up at the meetings that were called to discuss progress of 



the case.  We were requested to make depositions where we met the opposing 
attorneys, those representing the bank, who were employed by the leading 
businesses in town, Stoel Rives & Boley.  Our attorneys, our primary attorney was 
Charles Merten, who later became a judge, I understand, who kept chickens in his 
backyard. !

GK: [Laughter]  A true Portlander. !
Helen Yes. !
GK: How did you guys find Charles Martin, was it--? !
Helen Merten, M-e-r-t-e-n. !
GK: Were you guys referred to him by–or was this more of–? !
Helen Yes, I was referred by a local attorney to his partner, Noreen Saltveit, who did not 

join in the representation regarding the bank.  Charlie took over very soon.  After 
the settlement, there was a problem regarding the taxes, and if I remember 
correctly, we had threatened to sue our attorneys because we believed that the 
amount granted–decided by the decree--was tax free to us.  And it ended up that 
the attorney needed to pay the taxes because the plaintiffs forced him to.  Of the 
$22,000 net that was in the settlement, I received $2,000, but I just, having 
reviewed one of the documents, said it was $4,000.  I don’t remember the $4,000. !

GK: [Laughter]  Quite a bit of a difference. !
Helen So, I need to refresh my recollection some more before I decide on that amount. !
GK: So, did you end up suing the lawyers? !
Helen No, just threatening.  Having received $92,000 for his representation plus–which 

the bank paid, according to the terms of the settlement, plus amounts to be 
earned in the future monitoring whether the bank complied. !

GK: Which they didn’t.  And I don’t know the results of that appearance in court.  I 
might find the results if I kept looking. !

GK: There was a lot ____________.  How was he personally to work with?   !
Helen Oh, very well.  He represented us very well. !
GK: So, it was a good experience overall _________________. !
Helen Yes. !
GK: Let’s see.  Had the lawsuit–I guess we had kinda touched on this earlier with your 



general attitude during this time.  Did this spill over–I imagine it spilled over into 
your social life as well. !

Helen Oh, yes.  It had just continued.  But I occupied myself with the other activities 
between school and being a secretary or operator in the word processing field.  
Many of the law firms held swing shifts to supplement their day secretaries’ jobs, 
and that was the field that I was interested in.   !

GK: How long exactly was–well, not exactly but generally–how long were you involved 
with this?  A rough estimate. !

Helen I worked at the bank under two years.  I’d have to double check the length. !
GK: We’ll double check. [Laughter] Were you satisfied with the results of the case? !
Helen Yes, because of the policy decisions that were made.  Every bank in Portland, I 

think, was watching the results of the suit in terms of having to change their own 
practices.  I really think that it [discrimination] was common in the industry. !

GK: Were these banks trying to avoid similar lawsuits? !
Helen Yes, and having them practicing the same practices.   !
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GK: Besides the specific change in policy in the suit awarded the US Bancorp, how did 

you think the success of the suit affected the employees of US Bancorp, including 
future female employees? !

Helen Oh, I think it benefitted them well, as I’ve been thanked by both men and women.  
I should point out that the feminism movement in the Portland area in the early 
‘70s was growing as it was nationally, or had been nationally.  There were several 
conferences, the last of which were held on the Marylhurst campus.   Seven 
hundred and fifty women over a weekend attended workshops and discussed 
various aspects of feminism.  There in that group I met Alice Armstrong, who was, 
who became a professor and head of the Institute of Professional and 
Management Women at Portland State.  She died last year fairly young.   !

GK: And you met her at one of these– !
Helen Feminism conferences.   !
GK: Okay. !
Helen I was the publicity director for the last conference.   !
GK: Oh, really.  In the ‘70s, or was it– 



!
Helen In the ‘70s at the time that the bank situation was going on.   !
GK: So, you were actively involved in the– !
Helen –feminist movement at that time. !
GK: Could you tell me more about how it developed, or I mean personally–? !
Helen It just grew.  There was a case against Mt. Hood Broadcasting Company, which 

owned the Oregonian, and there came a time when they were selling–had to sell–
was going to be sold, but before it could be sold they had to settle with NOW, the 
National Organization for Women. !

GK: Was this highly publicized? !
Helen No, it wasn’t, I don’t think, but it was known that they had to do that.  NOW 

received something like $20,000, which the attorney did not want to have to pay 
taxes on, so she donated it to a group called Legal Advocacy for Women Fund, 
Inc., and I was one of 19 women who constituted the board of directors for that 
group.  We found free rent in an empty floor of a downtown building and hired a 
woman attorney that had just graduated from Yale Law School and passed the 
bar, and she found it very difficult to advocate and do the clerical work that was 
required in a one-person office.  The board of directors was much too large, it was 
ungainly for making decisions.  None of us was so rich that we could afford 
another staff person.  It lasted for about a year or two, then it stopped because of 
finances and because there was a leak in the roof of the building that meant that 
we lost our free rent, and that was the crux of the matter.  We donated what funds 
we had to a group in Seattle, which was very similar to our group, and dissolved 
the organization under the attorney general. !

GK: What kind of work did you guys do during that two-year period.   !
Helen She was advocating, for helping women who were in difficult situations, advising 

them as a counselor.  We didn’t enter into any legal action, but because there 
were so many things going on that were in the legal area, it did perform a function 
that it was intended to do. !

GK: Okay.  Advisory role? !
Helen Yes.   !
GK: Okay.  And when was this? !
Helen In the early ‘70s. !
GK: Before you– 



!
Helen No, it had been going on.  The feminism conferences, I think, were in ‘72, ‘72 and 

‘73. !
GK: Did your experience of owning your own business in Washington DC during, you 

know, a sort of period of unrest–did that have any effect on your decision– !
Helen Oh, yes, it was just a continuation.  As a matter of fact, it was very difficult for me 

when I came back to Portland to act–I felt compelled to act as the manager rather 
than as an employee.  It was a difficult transition for me. !

GK: I imagine that you had a lot to bring to the table in these conferences based on 
your past experience? !

Helen Mm-mmm, but everyone else did, too. !
GK: Were you in charge of any of the workshops?  What did they consist of? !
Helen I’ve got a file on that, but that’s a different subject.  We’ll do that later. !
GK: Would you say that, or actually were any of the other women involved in the 

lawsuit, did any of them attend, were a member of the group that you were a part 
of or had previous experience with the workshops? !

Helen Not that I recall. !
GK: I guess what I’m asking, were any of them involved in other feminist movements? !
Helen They could be, but I wasn’t aware of that.  No, I don’t remember that they were at 

all.  Did I mention that in Washington when we put out a call for, oh, I know.  At 
one point, in the feminist area during the Mt. Hood Broadcasting suit, we ran 
around two of the office buildings and put notices of our [Women Employed] 
meeting on the mirrors in the restrooms, and we had a whole lot of people that 
answered that. !

GK: Really. !
Helen Really.   !
GK: Did you expect that many people? !
Helen No, we didn’t.   !
GK: Would you say–I mean, well, because Washington DC is a bigger city, how did 

Portland compare to Washington in terms of the feminist movement? !
Helen I don’t know.  I think this was going on all over the country, Seattle, especially.  



Actually, it was just part of the women’s movement. !
GK: _________ equally organized. !
Helen _________ usually are. !
GK: I can see that.  We’re talking so much about your involvement in the feminist 

movement, at the time of the suit, did you feel that you were especially part of this 
movement, or one of its–? !

Helen Yes, I did.  I was in every parade, in the front of every class–I attended every 
class.  I also belonged to a coalition, the Women’s Rights Coalition, which met 
every month in Salem to support a lobbyist for women’s issues at the Legislature.  
That was a very strong group and dedicated to women’s issues.  I’m not sure 
whether they’re still represented there.  I belonged to the Oregon Women’s 
Political Caucus, whose goal was to train women to stand for election, to become 
active in the political field.   

GK: Were you able to–do you remember any of the people that you trained?  Did they 
go on to– !

Helen Oh, yes.  I worked very hard for Margie Hendrickson when she ran against 
___________________. !

GK: Really.  Cool.  I imagine–although you had said that you were very angry at the 
discrimination at the time, were you also proud of the work that you were doing, or 
what emotion did you feel toward the work, because you were actually changing 
things with the suit and the workshops.  I imagine that you would have a positive– !

Helen We were doing it.  It wasn’t very obvious to a lot of people, but to the younger 
women especially.  I have a niece now, actually an adopted niece, who is 
operations manager for Starbucks for the southern half of the United States.  And 
she knows that the women’s movement was very helpful to her as she’s climbing 
the corporate ladder.   !

GK: You said that--when you see how it’s changed and developing today, does that–
are you reminded of the struggles you went through? !

Helen Oh, yes.  And women are so __________.  It’s not resolved, probably will never 
be.   !

GK: Do you kinda look at, when news stories come out about subjects like this, do you 
look at them through a– !

Helen Been there, done that, somewhat.  But each generation has to fight their own 
battle, so all we can do is try to help those that come after. !

GK: How do you feel about the current state of feminist politics and movement? 



!
Helen It has not gone away.  My lunch date today, when I told her I would be talking to 

you about the banking system and what I helped do, said, “Thank you.” !
GK: I mean, it’s true, that it led to– !
Helen That’s right, that was all that was helpful. !
GK: And I imagine that’s why you guys were so focused on changing policy, because 

that had a much greater effect– !
Helen That’s what we were working for.   !
GK: Was there any closing remarks about the US Bancorp settlement, reflections, now 

that there’s been some time separating–? !
Helen Not really.  I’m sort of out of touch with Gerry.  I continued to be her client until 

recently, when I needed to settle an estate, and sought an estate specialist.  She 
had been my attorney up until that time.   !

GK: Have your feelings about it changed at all? !
Helen No.   !
GK: [Laughter]   !
 [Pause] !
GK: It’s now the 22nd of March, and before we go back into the topics we were talking 

about at the end of last session, I wanted to go over a few more instances of 
discrimination during or caused by the situation at Bancorp. !

Helen Actually, a trial really never took place.  It was settled by consent decree.   !
GK: How is that different from–? !
Helen Different from a trial? !
GK: Mm-mmm. !
Helen The parties agreed to the things that the trial would have revealed had it caused a 

judge to rule that one party or the other could take action on.  And actually the 
consent decree was very comprehensive and not just over discrimination that 
plaintiffs had claimed, plus other items that I don’t know they came from, which 
were settled in “our favor.”  I observed to my boss, Todd Conover, when 
mentioning job fair pay equal or higher, when women change employers they start 
at the bottom, his response was–oh, no, it was Jim Clark at IBM–“that’s the way it 



is.”  I had occasion to talk with the IBM people when the Mag Card II was ordered 
and installed in our area.  I had worked for IBM in 1951 soon after graduating from 
college, where women were prohibited from working over 40 hours a week if they 
worked in manufacturing.  The law was intended to protect them from overwork, 
and they were protected over the right to be paid overtime.  The man I trained with 
who became office manager of the Salem office was paid for all of the overtime 
that he worked.  I was not.  I would have to clock out at 5 o’clock, go back to my 
desk and continue working without being paid.   !

GK: Really. !
Helen Really. !
GK: And this was in–? !
Helen ‘51.  I started realizing and taking action after I attended a Portland State 

University class in continuing education.  This was held in the same building that 
our office was in.  It was called ‘The Psychology of Women in Organizations.”  The 
bank did pay tuition for that class because they encouraged people to take 
classes to continue their education.  It outlined policies and procedures that I 
observed in our bank that were pointed out to be discriminatory in this class and 
other organizations discussed in the class.  And when I spoke to my boss about 
the vulnerability of the bank to charges of discrimination, he agreed with me.   !

GK: Hmmph. 
Helen Well, for instance, Bancorp women, the woman--the head of the junior trainee 

department was a woman–and she was given a $15 a month raise.  When she 
told her male supervisor a man would be paid more, he said “Yes, but if you don’t 
take it I’m sure we can find another woman who would.”   !

GK: That’s the sort of open discrimination.   !
Helen Yes, that’s right.  A woman in the marketing department had been given a grade 

raise without a pay raise.  Unbelievable.  I posed this question to my boss:  why a 
man is always manager and women are supervisors.  No response.   The lack of  
enforcement in time card reporting resulted in no method to track sick leave or 
review reminders, which information was provided to managers in the bank so 
that they would know who in their department were due a merit increase or to be 
able to track their sick leave time.  It was apparently the knowledge of the head in 
our area, Andy Norris, that we are not being reported to the payroll system, 
because that would reveal how much more the men were making in our area than 
the men who worked for the bank.   !

GK: So, they didn’t want it known– !
Helen Didn’t want it published because of that.  Specifically, there was a man who had 

applied for a loan for his house, and when he was interviewed by the bank loan 



officer, the loan officer exploded, because the man he was interviewing, the 
customer, was making so much more money than he was, and they were in the 
same business, at the same level of experience.  It was the habit of the bank not 
to post jobs.  The men would find out about openings through their networking 
ability, and the women were uninformed about any other openings in the bank, 
which led to the bank’s always hiring from outside.   !

GK: –not even being given a chance to earn–? !
Helen The consent decree addressed that subject specifically and prescribed methods 

by which job posting would occur, and the bank complied.  So, these differences 
freedom of movement for men and failure of having to account for that movement.  
Men didn’t have to report by time card or any other way, exception reporting; the 
women had to sign time cards, but there was no record of their having done so.  It 
was completely random whether or not people wanted to submit a time card, or 
didn’t have to.   !

GK: Did that make it easier for men to take days off–? !
Helen That’s right.  One manager gave one of the secretaries the Friday off after 

Thanksgiving, and another manager gave another secretary the day off.  I ended 
up having to work and answer all the telephones, and there wasn’t a man in sight 
that whole day.   !

GK: Frustrating. !
Helen The junior trainees were always female, and the mail room was always male.  The 

women walked to deliver any messages that they were asked to, which was a job 
for their two departments, and the men drove the cars.  Women know how to 
drive. !

GK: Right. !
Helen A Bend woman bank employee requested a transfer to Portland.  They refused to 

transfer her.  She quit her job, moved to Portland, applied at the bank and was 
promptly hired.   !

GK: Did they see that as a form of promotion or something, to have more power to–? !
Helen It showed that women weren’t allowed to transfer, the men were. !
GK: Women were perfectly capable of doing the job–. !
Helen Men were transferred and the women were fired.  She wasn’t fired, she quit.  But 

most of the time--oh, in our department the person who happened to be there the 
longest beside me, they asked her to resign and she did, then she was denied 
unemployment benefits.  So, she took back her resignation and asked the woman, 



Karon Pittman, to change the wording from “Mary Beth resigned” to “Mary Beth 
was asked to resign,” which allowed her to receive the benefits.   !

Helen Yes, and there were many more instances. !
GK: You were mentioning just now about how you had spoken to your boss about how 

susceptible US Bancorp was to discrimination and you said he agreed– !
Helen He agreed that it was, vulnerable to being sued for discrimination. !
GK: Was he–was he in support of your suit, or was it–? !
Helen Actually, he quit before I left.  I think he saw the writing on the wall and was 

dissatisfied enough to go out and find another job, which he did.  Then, he asked 
me to type his resume and buy stationery for his wife to use in her role as a club 
member, which she had used the bank stationery on.  It wasn’t bank stationery, it 
was her personal stationery.  He later became US Controller of the Currency in 
Washington DC, but in the meantime had gone to work for, I think it was, Ernst & 
Ernst in the Bay Area and was able to start there the following month.   !

GK: These examples that you bring up.  Were they common knowledge at Bancorp, or 
was it like a public record where you– !

Helen All of this was just information that I accumulated, or that I was aware or had 
happened to me.  I was fired the day after we filed the suit for “insubordination 
and contact with other employees.”  I didn’t believe I was insubordinate to 
anybody. !

GK: Right, right.  “In contact with other employees–“ 
Helen They were afraid that my presence would create disruption or sympathy or lack of 

attention to their job duties, I don’t know.   !
GK: At any time after the settlement did they offer you a job back? !
Helen Oh, no, no.  In the final paycheck they had carefully taken– !
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Helen –accepted the check, which I didn’t, because that would have required me to 

release the bank of all claims, which would have negated our suit and would have 
prevented me from participating in the suit.  So, I refused to sign the check.  It was 
returned to them and subsequently returned to me.  You also asked me about a 
job that I took after I was terminated there?   !

GK: Correct.  I believe you had mentioned that you were doing free lance court 
reporting? !



Helen No, I was attending a court reporting class to become a court reporter. !
GK: Oh, that’s right. !
Helen And that class extended from February ‘75 to February ‘76.  My first job after I 

was terminated, I applied for and was interviewed and was hired by the Simpson 
Secretarial Service in the Georgia Pacific Building.  She had been a part of 
Dorothy Bays, who had continued to run her secretarial service.  Mildred Simpson 
had three Mag Card machines, and a customer who had asked her to type her 
family’s genealogy, and that project was turned over to me promptly, which I 
completed in the three months that I worked there.  I left there because she didn’t 
realize there were more than four weeks in a month when she paid me.  I 
understood my terms at the time I was hired was an amount per week, and I was 
expecting to receive that at the end of a two-week period.  She chose to pay the 
last day of the month, and the middle of the month, so that didn’t work out 
correctly.  And I decided that–oh, then when she paid me, she put down on the 
check “final check.”  And I cashed it, not noticing that on the check, which caused 
a problem about the way I left. !

GK: Oh, I see.  Was it frustrating to have these things happen, especially since you 
had been– !

Helen Oh, it happened all the time.  1000 Friends of Oregon, which Henry Richmond, 
who became director of 1000 Friends, well, he established, at the urging of Tom 
McCall, the governor, who formed 1000 Friends, who had never worked for or run 
an office, had hired–rented–a facility in the Old Fire House down on Glisan, I think 
it was, and asked me write down all of the things that he would need to know to 
run the office, which I did–without having negotiated a consultant fee, which was 
different from secretarial work.  When I tried to do that at the time I presented the 
document to him, he refused to pay it. !

GK: Did he refuse to pay any of it? !
Helen No, just the higher rate that I had asked for that part of my service.  He thought 

that was part of my duties as a secretary.   !
GK: To show him how to run an organization? !
Helen To run the office of the organization. Things like buy a stapler and a wastebasket, 

rent or lease equipment.  So, I felt like that I helped “found” the 1000 Friends of 
Oregon. !

GK: You got it right. !
Helen By this time I planned to–I took a job at Silver Wheels Freightlines in November of 

‘74, which lasted until September of ‘75.  Ben’s daytime secretary operated a Mag 
Card I machine, and I would take her place after she left for the day.  Two 



secretaries and one machine.  That was difficult, especially when our methods of 
operating the machine differed.  She would not leave a space at the end of the 
word.  When I tried to play her tapes back–or cards, these were mag cards similar 
to the bank proof cards, which IBM kept as the media, it was a difference in our 
method of using those cards that caused me to try to figure them out.  Then, his 
son asked me to edit and make improvements on the letters that he presented for 
typing, which I was glad to do.  It happened that I required–oh, the Legal 
Department at Silver Wheels was located at the very back of the building under 
the Hawthorne Bridge on the east side of Portland.  The operations office was at 
the other end of that building, and I would have lunch there with people, contact 
after work–after their work, and I asked how much the women who did data input, 
how much they earned in salary.  When Ben learned that I had inquired about 
wages, he fired me.   !

GK: Right away? !
Helen Right away.   !
GK: Was that–? !
Helen One of my other clients, Kell & Alterman, both of whom were hired by TriMet and 

for whom I worked a week typing the whole plan for light rail for TriMet–this was 
way back in the ‘70s looking toward what’s happened in that area right now.  The 
woman who sat next to me and I discussed salaries, and when the senior partner 
found out that we were discussing them, made the announcement that the 
employees were not to discuss salaries with any other employees.   !

GK: Does this seem like that much of a threat in every–? !
Helen Apparently, it was. !
GK: Really. !
Helen In the culture of the time.   
GK: Was it always like that, or was that more–? !
Helen I think people are still doing it if they’re not called on it.  That’s one of the reasons 

unions came about.   !
GK: Let’s go on. !
Helen Okay. Williams Stark Hiefield Norville & Griffin.  They hired me as an afternoon 

and evening secretary, this while going to court reporting school in the morning.  I 
started there in May, and I don’t remember how long it lasted, it was several 
months until Preston Hiefield, who was the attorney for  whom I was assigned, or 
to whom I was assigned. He was hooked on prescription drugs and alcohol.  The 
whole lawyer community adjourned at 4 o’clock every afternoon to meet in the 



library and break out the booze.  And one night after one of these sessions when 
he was leaving I offered to call him a cab, and he was insulted as he staggered 
out the door.   !

GK: And this was in ‘75. !
Helen No, this was in ‘76 beginning in May.  Well, he decided to take a vacation.  It was 

just a week or two.  I think it was two weeks.  When he came back, in the 
meantime I had received an invitation from an old friend in California to visit the 
Olympic Peninsula in his motor home So, I decided that I would take a week’s 
vacation.  When I came back a week later, there was somebody sitting at my desk 
and they never bothered to fire me first. !

GK: They didn’t even let you know. !
Helen No. !
GK: Wow. !
Helen That’s right.   
GK: So, it seems like there were laws in place, or did those come later? !
Helen Much later.  There might be laws, but some of the practices still go on.  Then, I 

went to work for Employee Benefits Insurance Company, EBI.  They were located 
in Tigard, and that was an afternoon and evening job.  I was to work the 
Redactron machine, which I received no training on, until 5 o’clock, when the 
daytime secretary left, then I could operate the Mag Card.  So, I had to learn two 
systems.  The first week I was there somebody stole money from all the purses, 
there was a party upstairs, they left their desks and their purses, and I lost about 
$20, I think.   !

GK: During your first week?   !
Helen Yes.  So, it was decided that all our purses should be locked in a safe part in the 

room.  So, I asked one of the secretaries for the key to lock my purse.  She 
refused because she didn’t like me.  I don’t know why she didn’t like me, I never 
learned.  So, I remember telling the person that hired me that I wasn’t running a 
personality contest, but at least the employee should be civil.  And it was decided 
that I would leave, I guess, because she didn’t like me. !

GK Really.  She didn’t offer to speak to her about it at all or try remedies? !
Helen No, no.  Any time there’s a problem, the person that creates the problem, I guess, 

gets fired.  I decided in view of all that–of course, I may have contributed to these 
things because in order to collect unemployment benefits you had to be fired, so if 
I didn’t like a place I would arrange to get fired.  And I don’t remember which–
maybe all of ‘em– 



!
GK: Do you remember any specific techniques that you were in–? !
Helen No, they were all very different.  Just uncomfortable situations.  And I think that 

goes for every employee when it gets uncomfortable, and those were 
uncomfortable.  So, then, about 19–, I don’t have the dates on the Economic 
Development Department, but that must have happened between ‘76 and ‘80, I 
think it was ‘78 and ‘79.  I was hired in the fall, and I can look it up.   !

GK: That was March ‘79 and June ‘80? !
Helen Right.  The department was charged with creating all of the data in report form to 

cities, counties and municipalities throughout the state of Oregon so that they 
could complete their environmental impact statements as required by the 
Legislature.  And I worked under a grant of the Land Conservation and 
Development Commission, as well as the Oregon Coastal Commission, to 
produce that information from reports supplied by other state agencies, from their 
internal reports for as long as the agency existed.  That was voluminous amount 
of information. !

GK: That’s not the type of work that you’d been doing previously. !
Helen Yes, the typing and formatting.  They had hired a computer programmer to do this 

the year before, and he worked for a year trying to do it, but the agencies had kept 
changing the way they presented the information over a period of time, so that it 
was necessary to establish the format and put all of the information into those 
formats, which I was very good at having worked with large volumes of 
information in my previous life, my own business.  At least, I couldn’t have done it 
without that experience.  So, I applied for a job as a secretary, I don’t know how I 
found about it.  Maybe they had listed with one of the employment agencies that I 
worked with, I don’t remember.  In any event, they had not ordered the equipment 
that they needed to do this with, and having worked with the Wang equipment, as 
well as the IBM equipment.  Oh, I remember the other job I had at the time, it was 
on Wang equipment with an actuarial firm, which I don’t think is listed anywhere 
here, because that was so unfortunate I didn’t even want to.   !

GK: Was that a quick–? !
Helen No, it was several months, that was longer than usual.  In any event, my contract 

with the Department of Economic Development was for a period of three months, 
and was extended twice until it finally ended June 30, 1980.  What I would do 
would be to establish the format and have that signed off by the economist that I 
was working with, and then I hired a service bureau to help type all the information 
that needed to be input–some of it didn’t need to be retyped.  Oh, they all had to 
be–some of them had similar formats, but the information that was in a previous 
format had to be retyped and proofread, either by the service bureau, which was 
located in Tigard, or the two of us that had Wang equipment in the department.  I 



think there were two machines.  Anyway, it was an awful lot of information, and it 
went on for, as I say, several months.   !

GK: Just out of curiosity, since this was a government agency, department, was there 
any difference in terms of gender discrimination compared to other places–? !

Helen No, the staff was both men and women, both genders, and they were extremely 
professional.  It was a large department, and they were always having birthday 
parties.  People had more birthdays in the state of Oregon.  We had two 
successive locations, and the second location put the Wang machine in the 
kitchen, and that was where the cakes were for the birthday parties.  I was always 
having to stop work for a birthday party.  What we did was establish the Economic 
Information Clearinghouse, which–shortly after the June 30th deadline, the whole 
department moved to Salem, but it started here in Portland.   !

GK: So, was this your last big project for them? !
Helen Yes, it was the project for them. !
GK: Was there anyone you worked with at this time that you maintained contact with? !
Helen Yes, I hired secretaries to help out in the evening, and at one point toward the end 

we were working 24 hours.  They included one of the women at the bank, who 
was the founder of the Oregon Pioneer Word Processing Association, which was 
comprised of people who operated magnetic media equipment.   !

GK: I read that in your activities with that organization you contributed to the newsletter 
and prepared written testimony.  It sounds like you were more involved with that–
how involved were you? !

Helen I have the testimony here.  Yes, I don’t remember if I was paid to go to Salem to 
testify, but I think that–I can’t put my hands on it right now.  But there are two 
statements that I made to legislative committees.  Would that be of interest to–? !

GK: So, you were speaking on behalf of the Oregon Pioneer Word Processing 
Association. !

Helen We were talking about testimony n support of bills going through the Legislature, 
and I presented you with two statements, one regarding– !

GK: Oregon Pioneer Word Processing– !
Helen Yes, one on behalf of the Oregon Pioneer Word Processing Association regarding 

proposed legislation that relate to  computer age, and the other a statement on 
behalf of the Older Women’s League, who were also discriminated against in 
terms of their age. !



GK: Was this to create better conditions, the first one, for secretary duties? !
Helen Yes. !
GK: How did you get involved with testifying, or was it just because you were a part of 

that organization? !
Helen I don’t know.  A friend of Vera Katz, whose last job was mayor of Portland before 

she retired, she was a legislator at the time, and I had met her--when I proposed 
to her, over the phone, that there be legislation barring smoking in elevators.  And 
she presented that to the committee, and it passed the committee unanimously, 
voted on and signed into law, but because of the pressure by cigarette 
companies, it was enforced by the fire department, which left the cigarette 
companies off the hook, and created a safety measure.  And a sign saying that is 
still in the elevator of the Multnomah County Courthouse.   !
And I knew Vera–oh, I know.  The legislation desired by the Women’s Rights 
Coalition, we kept track of legislation that had to do with women and Pioneer’s 
special interest was magnetic media, so that’s how I found about it.  And after 
Pioneer merged, I forwarded all of its newsletters to the Knight Library at the 
University of Oregon for inclusion in its women’s studies collection. !

GK: Okay.  How about the discrimination of older women, how did you get involved in 
that? !

Helen Is that dated? !
GK: March 20, 1989.  Or if you could just explain what it was. !
Helen I had filed a complaint with the Division against my most recent job, which was 

CH2M Hill for age discrimination, and they played out in their rebuttal that they 
had one other person my age in an office in New Jersey.  That was one of the 
reasons that they weren’t deemed guilty of discriminating against–. !
I learned later that Mary Wendy Roberts, when she took office as commissioner of 
the Bureau of Labor and Industries, there was a huge backlog of complaints in its 
civil rights department that were rushed through and not thoroughly investigated 
nor considered. I believe my complaint was among those not throughly 
investigated nor pursued. !

GK: What was that testimony like? 
Helen That brings up the subject of forwarding the testimony to the Museum as 

suggested by Jim Strassmeier as backup information to my oral history tape, so I 
could just submit those. !

Tape 9, Side 1 !



GK: I noticed that you, after working for the Oregon Department of Economic 
Development, you worked for the Industrial Design Corporation. !

Helen Actually, that was the saddest situation toward the end of my service with CH2M 
Hill.  Industrial Design Corporation, I-D-C, was a subsidiary of CH2M Hill located 
on the floor above it, and its focus was designing clean rooms in current or new 
factories in Silicon Forest and a location in Camas, Washington that made a 
different kind of disk, containing porcelain.  We had Japanese men in our office for 
several months during the preliminary design system, who didn’t speak English.   !

GK: Did they have experience in this? !
Helen Oh, yes, they did.  They were employees of the Japanese firm that had hired C-H 

to design the clean room.  CH2M had a word processing center, and that’s where 
I hired in as a supervisor, which wasn’t fair to the people who were there.  I was 
demoted from that position by my supervisor, who was a woman, because I had 
slid a document across the desk instead of handing it to her.   !

GK: [Laughter]  So, were you training people at this position? !
Helen I could, yes, I was.  Four or five secretaries, all of whom operated the equipment, 

and it was very interesting.  We did a lot of work on Superfund locations. !
GK: Here in Oregon? !
Helen Throughout the country.  By this time it was possible to send documents over the 

telephone wires, and we would receive drafts or information in formatted form, 
hard copy form, that we would need to reconstruct on the computer.  
Unfortunately, all the formatting was lost through the telephone wires.  So, we had 
to reconstruct the format. !

GK: Was this the first place that you worked where they had that technology? !
Helen Yes.   !
GK: What did you think of it? !
Helen Oh, it was fascinating.  We typed large sheets for reduction because the words 

were so long, chemicals, multisyllabic chemicals.  We did the dioxin investigation 
in Georgia, I think it was, or Alabama, Mississippi, one of the southern states.  And 
a Lake Erie asbestos investigation or report.  I was loaned to our Seattle office for 
a Superfund project up there, and I don’t remember what it was.  But I stayed 
there several days working on that one.  Before I transferred to IDC, which had its 
own equipment, and personal computers, at the advent of the personal computer 
age, using Samna software.  Have you ever heard of Samna? !

GK: I have not. 



!
Helen It’s obsolete by now.  One of the 18 or 20 systems I learned.   !
GK: I’m curious to know.  How did you feel about working on this type of subject matter 

as compared to what you had worked on before, the more legal. !
Helen Well, I was working in the legal field because they usually paid legal secretaries 

than other secretaries.  But when I first came back from Washington, I took a job 
with Kelly Girls at Cascade Corporation, which is based here in Portland, and 
makes maintenance equipment, lift trucks, et cetera.  Then, I worked for Boise 
Cascade Company, which was in the timber business, and Evans Products 
Company.  I don’t remember what they did, but it was a well-established firm here.  
And then I went to work for the bank.  They varied subject wise.  As a matter of 
fact, at Evans Products there was a ship charter that I remember trying to type for 
a very difficult boss.  Did we talk about that one? !

GK: Was that back at Hanford? !
Helen No, it was Evans Products.   !
GK: Maybe we haven’t. !
Helen It was for the attorney that couldn’t keep a secretary, and I went to work for him 

and he exhibited the behavior of a boss that couldn’t keep a secretary. [Laughter]  
And I did establish a long relationship with one of his previous secretaries, that we 
found out when I went to work for ATU and she was at TriMet. !

GK: That had worked for him as well? !
Helen Yes, his last name was Bernhard, and I can’t remember his first name.  The ship 

charter had to be typed perfectly, and the typing had to be done on a long-
carriage machine, and the information had to be inserted in it somehow, and he 
announced that I had made 23 errors, which I was glad to correct.  Maybe it was 
another document that had to be typed perfectly.  You had to type it until you could 
type it perfectly.  Anyway, I’m trying to recall now how I left that firm.  And I don’t 
remember.   

GK: It’s safe to say that work with that gentleman was probably a short stay? !
Helen Yes, it was, I’m sure it was. !
GK: Was there any specific topic that you had worked on that you were most 

interested in, say, from working on Superfund– !
Helen Oh, I think another phase.  CH2M Hill was an engineering firm consisting also of 

scientists and planners.  Typing environmental impact studies, I even kept a copy 
of one report, an environmental impact statement consisting of the conditions in a 
coastal area where a dam was to be built.  I particularly liked to type the 



descriptions of the birds, the scientific names for the birds. !
GK: Did you have to go to through and type– !
Helen Just typing away. !
GK: Was it the Latin names or the scientific names? !
Helen Yes.  That’s funny, It hasn’t turned up in my search for information.  I’ve pulled four 

files that I’ve reviewed and haven’t found that one yet. !
GK: So, that was your– !
Helen That was the favorite.   !
GK: Was there anything special about working at the IDC?  I had read somewhere you 

were typing for or working with 60 to 180 professional staff.  Were you in charge 
of–? !

Helen No, that wasn’t with IDC.   !
GK: Correction, that was with CH2M Hill. !
Helen That’s right.   !
GK: And were you directly responsible for–? !
Helen Yes, I worked for everybody.  It was a word processing center, and the jobs came 

in and we did them as they arrived.  We had a long counter, you just picked up a 
bunch of stuff and went to work on it.  That was using the IBM System 6, which 
was a very interesting system.  This is the era before the personal computer. !

GK: I imagine it was right before. !
Helen It was. !
GK: What was so interesting about the– !
Helen Because it was easy to learn, very dependable.  It used oversized, 7-inch floppy 

disks rather than the 3-Inch ones that came into use with the personal computer. !
GK: And you would have–there would be information on the disk? !
Helen And they would have revised a report or created a new report that would be 

lodged on the same disk.   !
GK: Okay, you would be transferring what you were typing onto the disk of an IBM 6?  



!
Helen The disk was part of the IBM System 6, that’s what it used.  And the Samna, 

which was used on a personal computer–.   !
 [Interruption] !
GK: You had said that the IBM 6 was right before the dawn of the personal computer 

and the more common usage of it.  What was the first job you had with the 
personal computer?  Or was that much later down the line? !

Helen No, the succession from the Robotyper, which I operated in the Senate Building, 
is reflected on that sheet, showing all the systems that I learned.  Shall we look 
that one up?  Dura, Robotyper, Flexowriter, Models A and B–those are electric 
machines, the Selectric was the round ball electric–.  The first IBM computer was 
a single-tape MTST; then, they manufactured a double-tape MTST.   !

GK: What is a tape? !
Helen That was where the information was stored.  Tape versus disk.  A memory 

typewriter, that was the machine that I operated with ATU when I started there, 
was a memory machine.  It held 32 single-spaced pages in the machine, but it 
was possible to use off-line cards as additional storage.  But we didn’t buy that 
model. !

GK: [Laughter]  So, what was at the transit union that you first started to work with? !
Helen The memory typewriter.   !
 Well, not really, because I had operated the Mag I,  Memorex, Magna I, 

Redactron,   Savin, that I used when I was working for Oregon Health 
Sciences Center, retyping lab technicians’ textbooks.  Samna was IDC.  
WordPerfect was ATU.  Unix was ATU. Wang was the 1220 at the actuarial firm.  
Word on Windows was one of the later Bill Gates’ inventions.  Xerox Memory–I’ve 
got Memory twice and I forgot it was done by Xerox. !

GK: You worked at– !
Helen The secretaries were hopefully familiar with any type of equipment that employers 

used, and invariably it was a different one from what an applicant had been 
trained on, if they received any training at all.   !

GK: They were expected to know the system or else very quick learning. !
Helen No employer I worked for had an organized training system.   !
GK: Was that because they didn’t realize that it was necessary? !



Helen That’s right.  Men didn’t know how to type, and they didn’t realize the limitations of 
what the computer age brought about.  The first bookkeeper in my business was 
hired by IBM to educate employers to the new era. !

GK: Wow.  !
Helen That’s right.  They discovered they had to educate the employers. !
GK: Before moving on, I wanted to discuss your involvement with various feminist 

groups here in Oregon. !
Helen Yes, my association with them begin with my attendance at a meeting of the 

Oregon Council for Women’s Equality, and at that time we were meeting in the 
YWCA.  It was the group that was responsible for other organizations as time 
went on.  I’m looking here at a copy of a newsletter publication by OCWE, Oregon 
Council for Women’s Equaltiy, which announces that WE, Women Employed, was 
launched at a lunch.   !

More than 100 women met over sack lunches on Wednesday, September 
18, 1974, to help launch Women Employed.  It’s expected that these 
women will form nucleuses,  !

 [nuclei?],  !
smaller groups throughout downtown Portland, which will create a 
communications network within the downtown area.   !

That really never happened, but we had wonderful kickoff meetings, which never 
really got off the ground. !

GK: Was the goal to have a bunch of smaller–? !
Helen Neighborhood groups– !
GK: Okay. 
Helen That would meet for sack lunches and discuss mutual concerns.  Also announced 

was the Feminism ‘75 Conference, which took place or was scheduled at that time 
for March, March 8th.  This is October.  Maybe it was the following March 8th, 
which would be ‘75.   !

GK: You had mentioned that you had worked on the publicity chair for that. !
Helen For the Feminism Conference, yes.  And I see that I was corresponding secretary 

for the Oregon Council.   !
GK: What did you do as publicity chair? !



Helen I contacted newspapers.  There’s a list of newspapers that reporters use for a 
news conference–a press conference, it’s called–or a public conference of any 
kind.  They just mail these notices out, and finding other outlets for publicizing the 
conference among other women’s groups.  Which is probably why that list that I 
showed you earlier of all the women’s organizations that existed at that time, 
which was mid-‘70s, and there’s probably 30 of them. !

GK: Were they all involved in some way or another? !
Helen They were invited to become involved, not as a group necessarily, but individuals 

within those organizations. !
GK: Okay. !
Helen The next–oh, that was about the time that I became involved in the bank suit, and 

they were sort of intertwined. !
GK: I can imagine. !
Helen Yes. [Laughter] Unfortunately.  Here is a meeting announcement of Women 

Employed.  And at that point–this one is meeting in the Equitable Savings and 
Loan Building, which is on the corner of Southwest Sixth and–Sixth and–must 
have been–. !

GK: Was it Yamhill? !
Helen No, it was further north than that.  Well, never mind.  After that there are two 

notices, and maybe that’s all there were.   !
GK: So, Women Employed was one of the–come out of the–? !
Helen Of the Council.  And it was probably the last one.  The Women’s Political Caucus 

started about the same time.  People representing the national organization held a 
meeting here locally, introducing themselves and inviting us to start an Oregon 
chapter, and I attended those early meetings as well as other meetings from time 
to time.  The purpose of that organization was to help train women to become 
active politically to change the world. !

GK: Was it ever meant to train women to become involved in politics like local 
governments–? !

Helen Yes, and state governments and the national government.  There was always the 
problem of money.  Women do not have a history of fundraising.  They’re on the 
potluck level, and find it very difficult to raise money for campaigns.  A good 
example of that was Amanda Fritz, who used the public funds available at the 
local level, which now have been voted down by the public.  There will be no local 
funds available in the future for anyone to run for public office. 



!
GK: That has to be accessed from personal fundraisers? !
Helen Yes.  There was a meeting of–well, it was a retreat at Timberline Lodge.  This was 

the retreat that started the Political Caucus.  And also out of that retreat I and 
several other women met to establish the Unpoker Club, which isn’t represented 
in these publications that I have.  The small Unpoker Club was established as a 
dinner meeting to meet monthly on a rotating basis that would give us separate 
checks.  !

GK: [Laughter] !
Helen For the purpose of mutual support, social and career building, a network of 

communication.  Our top membership at a dinner meeting was at the Newport 
Restaurant in the Willamette River where 18 women attended.  That was our top 
attendance.  Our usual attendance was six to ten.  It went on for probably nine 
years. !

GK: Really. !
Helen Which is highly unusual.  They say that membership in small organizations usually 

last no more than two years, and most–well, that’s not true of the Political Caucus.  
It lasted quite a while. !

GK: Were members of the Unpoker Club, were they also involved in various women’s 
groups? !

Helen No, well, they could be, but we didn’t keep track of that.  The Political Caucus 
issued directories giving the names, addresses and contact info for all of their 
members, which was very helpful. !

GK: When did that start?  I would imagine that was a pretty important tool in organizing 
other– !

Helen It started right away. !
GK: Okay. !
Helen That’s the only directory that I saved. !
GK: And it lasted? !
Helen Many years.  This was in the mid ’70s, and only a couple of years ago was it 

dissolved on a national basis. !
GK: Oh, I didn’t know it was a national. !



Helen Yes, it was.  Representatives from national came to help us begin a chapter as I 
just described.   !

Tape 9, Side 2 !
GK: –Political Caucus? !
Helen Uh-huh, we had delegations and people toward the end of that directory–Rogue 

Valley, Tillamook County, Astoria.  We met, though, at retreats from throughout the 
state. !

GK: So, you’d change locations. !
Helen No, those are people who met locally as members of the organization. !
GK: Okay.  Did you start with the majority of the members here in Portland? !
Helen Yes, Portland had the largest membership chapter.  Okay.  That explains that 

group.   !
 This was in the ‘80s, April 1981.   !
GK: Which organization is this? !
Helen This organization is called the Legal Advocacy for Women Fund, Inc. or Law 

Fund, Inc.   !
GK: Is this organization that started from the Mt. Hood–? !
Helen Yes, this started from the desire by a radio broadcasting group in Iowa, who 

wanted to buy Mt. Hood Broadcasting, which owned the Oregonian and KOIN.  
And they couldn’t buy it until the Mt. Hood Broadcasting settled with the National 
Organization for Women, who had a valid discrimination complaint.  In settlement 
of that claim $20,000 was allocated to NOW, and the woman who wrote the brief, 
which I typed in the offices of a vendor before the settlement took place, was Jane 
Edwards, who became an employee of the State Employment Division at a later 
time.   !

GK: Did she, Edwards, receive the funds from the–? !
Helen She didn’t want to pay taxes on that $20,000, so she gave it to a charitable fund, 

which was Law Fund, to help women defend their rights, and the group hired a 
new law graduate from Yale University to act as director of the fund as its only 
employee, which was all that we could afford.  We did have a 19-member board, 
which we found was very unwieldy [laughter] in day-to-day operations.  We made 
lots of friends.  I was a member of the board, and here are–two or three years 
later, in July of ‘81 and November, recent legal cases, book reviews, news about 



other women’s organizations, a membership form listing all the–here’s the board 
of directors, two, eight, ten, twelve–okay, we’d got the 19 down to 12.  Mary 
Klepser was the attorney who was hired. !

GK: How do you spell that last name? !
Helen K-l-e-p-s-e-r, Mary Klepser.   !
GK: What kind of issues did you discuss as a board member? !
Helen Oh, the operation of the fund.  We did have one or two–one member was a male.   

No, yes, Phil Goldsmith was his name.  Pamela Jacklin, J-a-c-k-l-I-n, was the 
sister of the woman who married Jim Belushi, a popular comedian, who died 
shortly after the organization did.   !

GK: Were you involved with the newsletter? !
Helen No, that was one of Mary’s accomplishments.  Here is a prayer that is printed in 

one of them: “Lord, give me patience, and hurry up.” !
GK: [Laughter]  How long did this organization last?   !
Helen Until a few years later, in 1984.  I put together all the paperwork to dissolve it and 

forward what small funds were left to a sister organization in Seattle that was very 
successful.  Mary couldn’t do all things that were necessary because of the lack of 
funds.  We were unable to increase membership, and it took time to organize a 
fundraiser.  We took part in a waterfront effort of charitable organizations that set 
up booths as a civic activity, and Law Fund chose to dispense water, which was 
very popular because nobody else was doing it.  !

GK: [Laughter]  !
Helen Yes, one of the several people that handled out cups of water, a basic–. !
GK: Was it hard to get outside funding at that time?  Was that an option? !
Helen We didn’t have anyone that could or would write applications for grants for us.  

We’d heard that that was an option, yes.  Here’s an announcement: !
A Benefit Auction and Gala for Rqual Justice in Oregon will be held 
November 20t at the Hilton Hotel to raise funds for legal aid programs in the 
state.  The $10 admission charge includes two drinks and hors d’oeuvres.  
Portland attorney and Town Hall moderator Jack Faust will be master of 
ceremonies.   

This was Legal Aid.  These newsletters I’ll donate to the History Museum if they’d 
like to have them. !



GK: Yes.  How do you say–it seems like you were a part of so many of these 
organizations. !

Helen I kept volunteering.  The last one I belonged to was the Oregon Women’s Rights 
Coalition.  I’m looking here at the legislative agenda for the legislative year 2003 
and 2004.  It advocated for women and families and supported a lobbyist at the 
Legislature during legislative years.  We met at a restaurant on the outskirts of 
Salem very close to the freeway, which were convenient for those who were 
traveling from Portland, say, and other parts of Oregon.  Representatives of 
women’s groups–I was a member-at-large and I attended until I got tired of driving 
to Salem in rush hour in the rain.  But I attended for two or three years during 
legislative years.  We were unsuccessful in getting the group to meet in Portland 
during nonlegislative years, so that’s why it was limited.  We took positions on all 
kinds of issues, but narrowed those to a few to focus on during the legislative 
meetings and hearings.   !

GK: Was it common for these types of organizations to hire lobbyists?   !
Helen Yes, well, this was the coalition.  That’s the only one I can remember, and I’m not 

sure if it’s still–it might still be going on.  I’ve been out of touch with the movement 
for several years now, since I retired.  But I’m still active in spirit. !

GK: Being involved with so many of these organizations at such a crucial time in 
women’s rights, how do you feel that Oregon or Portland stacked up against other 
states?  Was Portland’s feminist movement representative of Oregon in general? !

Helen I don’t know about other states.  These were all local efforts, probably different in 
each state.  I’ve never tried to compare because I don’t have the resources or 
access to information regarding other states.  Does that answer your question? !

GK: Yes, yes.  What were some of the successes that you felt that these organizations 
were able to accomplish? !

Helen Well, shortly after I left the bank they had an across-the-board wage increase, and 
I think that it paved the way for other women to invest in their careers with the 
bank.  I’ve had several people thank me for it.  They were aware of the suit.  Ruby 
Houghton, H-o-u-g-h-t-o-n, who was an employee of the bank, a very pretty, 
black, young woman who borrowed my deposition to read when she found out I’d 
loan it to her, and thanked me by note when she returned it.   !

GK: When was this? !
Helen This was after the suit was concluded.  But that was after I’d left the bank.  And I 

don’t know how we happened to meet even.  I should have kept a daily journal. !
At one point I remember while working for the secretarial service after I left the 
bank, I had made a decision to do one thing for the women’s movement every day 



and one thing for me every day.  That went on for a year or so. !
GK: Really. !
Helen Yes, it was fun to do.  Mid ‘70s. !
GK: What were the type of things that you would do on a daily basis? !
Helen I can’t remember.  Maybe just a phone call or a new idea I was working on, or 

whatever. !
GK: How do you feel about more modern efforts to advance women’s rights here in 

Oregon? !
Helen I’m out of touch.  I don’t know what’s going on.  I met a fellow feminist just 

recently.  My physical therapist, after I broke my hand last Christmas, or around 
that time, I was granted physical therapy appointments to get the stiffness worked 
out of my hand.  The woman who was doing the therapy was an avowed feminist 
we discovered.  So, the spirit has not disappeared. !

GK: Are there any kind of reflections that you have on your time or experience with 
these organizations? !

Helen Oh, It was a very exciting time for everybody that was involved.  Just talking to 
people who had similar views about various public issues.  I thoroughly enjoyed 
every minute of it.  Let the record show that the interviewer is nodding. !

GK: [Laughter] Thank you.   !
Helen You’re welcome. !
 [Pause] !
Helen Are we on the record? !
GK: Yes. !
Helen Okay.  The Department of Economic Development was a state department, but it 

was at first located in the Pittock Block of Portland, which moved to the Loyalty 
Building in Portland before it moved to Salem after I left.  I worked there from April 
‘79 to June ‘80, the end of June ‘80.  I’m really thinking we discussed this.  Well, 
an exciting job because it had to be accomplished in such a hurry. !

GK: Just the amount of work that you were working on in that short a time. !
Helen I bought a car with the money I earned. !



GK: Oh, really.  What kind of car was it?   !
Helen It was a Ford Pinto with a hatchback opening.  It was a cute little car. The job was 

the Information Clearinghouse. !
GK: What was involved with that? !
Helen Well, it meant reformatting all the reports of all the state agencies forever.  The 

number of fish landed in the year 1952, up to the number of fish landed in 1978. !
GK: Okay, so you were going back and– !
Helen Yes, I was responsible for getting the information into reformatted form for entry 

into the computer, which was the word processing system, which enabled the 
Salem location to insert into their mainframe computer.  I never saw the final result 
of that, but I have an example.  After all of these reports were done--there are 36 
counties and more than 100 municipalities in Oregon--and here is a sample of–
that was the smallest report because there weren’t a lot of entries for Wallowa 
County. !

GK: If this was the smallest report, this is a fantastic document, to say the least.  So, 
this is exactly outlining the different rivers in the county? !

Helen Apparently.   !
GK: Were you the only one working on this? !
Helen No, there were many.  We hired proofreaders and Wang operators, as well as a 

service bureau that did much of the input.  Many of these figures had to be 
retyped into this format.   !

GK: And so each report handled a different variety of information. !
Helen It was the same information for all of the counties. !
GK: But it was different for fish catches–and then these are industry descriptions in 

different sections.  I imagine the Multnomah County was pretty large. !
Helen Oh, yes.  And I was experienced in handling large volumes of paper which 

resulted from it.  After we got all the reports done, we used the Wang’s ability to 
select each county’s information out of the state reports to enter into that county’s 
report to send to the county or municipality since it was the state information that 
was used for distribution.   !

GK: Did you find it harder to work in a fixed format than it was doing other types of 
work? !



Helen Oh, this was just another type of–. !
GK: Okay.  Did you like working on such a range of projects? !
Helen Oh, yes, I found it very interesting.   !
GK: You probably knew all kinds of information about each county. !
Helen And then we had to figure the percentages, the differences each time, from the 

year before.  And I don’t know whether that’s reflected in this particular report. !
GK: So, were you hired specifically to aid in this project? !
Helen Just to get the information in such a form that could be put into a computer.  All 

the reformatting done.  I don’t see any percentages here. !
GK: That was just under a year it looks like.  That’s a lot of information to be processed 

in that amount of time. !
Helen Yes, it is.  I was working 8 to 10 to 12 hours a day, including weekends. !
GK: Really. !
Helen Yeah, because there was a deadline on when it had to be done, which was June 

30th, 1980 so that it could be mailed out to these counties so that they could work 
on their environmental impact statements, which had a different deadline 
established by the Legislature.  So, it was just one deadline after another.   !

GK: One step that had to be done?   !
Helen Right. !
GK: When you left, did you–could you stay on further? !
Helen No, no, because they had already planned to move to Salem, and I didn’t want to 

move to Salem, so I was glad that there was a deadline.   !
GK: And you did this before you worked at the Industrial Design Corporation? !
Helen Yeah, IDC, Industrial Design Corporation, was a subsidiary of CH2M Hill, and that 

was my next employer, and I worked for CH2M Hill, it must have been six years 
on IBM’s OS6, and IDC for two or three years on a personal computer.   !

GK: Yeah, I believe we discussed that and got more details last session. !
Helen And after I left IDC, I went to work for Friends of the Columbia Gorge, which was a 

nonprofit, which I had been volunteering for, and that lasted just a few months.   



!
GK: What was your job? !
Helen Office manager and magnetic media operator.  I don’t remember the kind of 

equipment they had, but I had trouble learning it because there was no training 
provided on it, and it was a challenge. !

GK: It sounds like quite a different work environment than where you had previously–. !
Helen Oh, yes.  I also handled the volunteers that we had to come answer the telephone 

and do other chores in the office.  I worked with the newly hired development 
director, who was hired to handle fundraising.  And the director, whose name was, 
I think, Bowen Blair, was writing a paper that had a deadline on it.  And I had 
minimal contact with him because he was so involved in writing the paper.  He 
failed to answer telephone calls, he didn’t respond to any correspondence, his 
office scene revolved around his paper.  I left that job to interview for ATU 757. !

GK: And that was in–? !
Helen That was in 1980.   !
GK: 1980 when you interviewed with–? !
Helen Was it?  No, it was ‘87.  Thank you, right.  August of ‘87. !
GK: Were you dissatisfied with working for the Friends of the Columbia Gorge, or were 

you just–? !
Helen Oh, yes.  It was very uncomfortable. !
GK: The lack of information you were getting from–? !
Helen Oh, also the payroll.  The man who–the treasurer, I guess–lived in Vancouver, and 

he was late in paying, which was very inconvenient.  The development director, I 
think, left shortly after I did.  He had his own dispute areas.  It was a difficult time 
for the organization.  Nancy Russell was the founder of that group, and it was 
instrumental in getting the National Scenic Act passed.  And I remember going to 
Washington DC during the time it was being voted on in the Senate and passed.  
It just happened to correspond with a planned trip that I had had, and I sat in the 
gallery while they were doing that.  It got mixed up with a civil rights issue in the 
South, which was unfortunate, but it did get passed.   !

GK: When was that trip?  Late ‘80s? !
Helen No, it was between, it was in 1987. !
GK: Were you specifically looking for a job with the ATU, or was that just an opening–. 



!
Helen That was advertised in the paper.  There were– !
Tape 10, Side 1  !

two applicants that were interviewed.  The other applicant was apparently hired, 
but failed to appear on Monday morning.  So, they called me, and I got the job by 
default. !
There was a period of–a three-month period of–oh, I can’t remember the name of 
it–temporary, on probation, or–there’s a specific name for beginning a job.  
Anyway, at the end of three months, the office manager, who was the financial 
secretary, extended the probationary period, extended my probationary period by 
another three months, at the end of which he fired me– !

GK: Really. !
Helen Because I hadn’t done the filing, where as the only secretary at that time it was 

very difficult to do the filing and all the typing and all the answering the telephone.  
There was a typewriter that was a Memory typewriter that held 32 pages of 
information, but he also had me taking shorthand notes of the members’ 
meetings, one of which ran nine pages single spaced.  I took the notes in 
shorthand, and transcribed them.  Later, that area of my job was dispensed with, 
and the financial secretary took notes after that time, he took his own notes.   !

GK: Did they hire you back on right away? !
Helen Oh, I sought help from my union representative, who appeared with me at a 

hearing, and I was extended.  Actually, it wasn’t an actual firing, he had just 
intended to terminate, so I had time to notify my union rep.  The woman whose 
place I took was a member of ATU 757 and was caught stealing petty cash.  So, 
when it turned out that she needed representation, there was a conflict of interest.  
She couldn’t be a member of the union and still be represented by the union in a 
grievance.  So, from that time on staff became members of the OPEIU, Office 
Professional Employees International Union, that’s a lot of words.  I had joined 
that union when I was employed at Kaiser Shipyards after I graduated from high 
school, and the initiation fee at that time had been–that was in 1945–had been 
$5.00, and the union still had a record of that.  And I took a withdrawal slip at that 
time to go back to college, or to go on to college actually, so when I applied to join 
the union again in 1987, they found that withdrawal in their records and I did not 
have to pay a $100 initiation fee. !

GK: Oh, really, because you were already at one point a member.   !
Helen Yes, yes.   !
GK: That worked out well. 



!
Helen Yes, it did.  In the meantime, Tony Bryant, who was the financial secretary and 

also the office manager, along with Rich Reis, the Eugene representative who had 
been filling the business representative’s office, had lost the election, and Ron 
Heintzman was elected.  One of my first duties at ATU was to organize and 
handle the summer picnic, and– !

 [Interruption–machine problem?] !
GK: We were discussing right when Ron Heintzman was elected.   !
Helen All right.  There was one other women employee who handled membership 

records.  While I had a standalone electric typewriter, she had a model of a 
computer that they had inherited or purchased from Portland State University, 
which was very primitive in its word processing application and very difficult to 
originate letters on.  Well, that system didn’t last very long, and I don’t remember 
what the system was that they kept membership records on at the time I started. !

GK: By this time was it more common to see people using personal computers? !
Helen Not quite, nope, they weren’t very common.  ATU was physically located in the 

Weatherly Building, which was located at about 5th and Morrison on Portland’s 
east side.  When Ron Heintzman’s financial secretary, who was elected at the 
time he was elected, was Wally Feist, F-e-I-s-t, and one of the first things Ron did 
was to hire–no, it was several months later, he hired an in-house counsel, 
because there were so many grievances which turned into arbitrations, that it was 
cost effective to hire our own attorney, which not many unions could afford to do.  
That’s how I became acquainted with Susan Stoner, who is currently the in-house 
counsel for ATU.   !

GK: And that happened right–pretty soon after you were hired? !
Helen Yes.   !
GK: Could you tell me more about Susan Stoner or you guys’s relationship? !
Helen It was a very good relationship, and still is.  She–as a hobby–writes novels, and 

while she had always had asked me to proofread her legal briefs that she needed 
to file with arbitration cases, she also asked me to proofread her novels.  She has 
published two novels in a series of six.  I’m waiting to proofread the third, which is 
coming down the pipe.   !

GK: I imagine she would have a very strong character–that sounds like a very tough 
position. !

Helen Oh, she is.  She’s amazing, with a succession of business representatives.  Many 
times she had to step in and make decisions in their absence.  She made them 



with their knowledge or instructions or consent because the men traveled so 
much.  There were monthly meetings that took a week of travel throughout the 
state just to meet with the members and hear their concerns.  She was really 
instrumental in the operation of day-to-day activities. !

GK: Was the union kind of in a turbulent period? !
Helen No, no, well, around election time you could call it turbulent.  There was one 

election that Ron lost and that Wally Feist won.  And it turned out that out at light 
rail there was a failure to count a whole batch of votes, and a re-election had to be 
held, which Ron won handily.  In the meantime, Wally was spending his time 
talking on his personal phone, pacing back and forth in the parking lot. [Laughter]  
Wally went back to driving the bus. !

GK: Really. !
Helen Yes, As far as I know he’s still driving.  He was a very difficult business 

representative to work for.   !
GK: Demanding? !
Helen No, no.  He talked a lot.  I knew more about his family that I knew about my own.   !
GK: I’m curious to know, was there a difference in working for the culture of working for 

a union compared to some of your previous jobs, say, working for the IDC or the 
Oregon Department of Economic Development? !

Helen Oh, yes.  Each had their own culture, but comparing unions with the private sector 
in terms of corporations or other disciplines–that’s what I’m trying to say, the 
democratic nature of unions, principle of unions, is very noticeable.  In the union 
office everyone is equal.  Our staff turned out to be unusually close, and respectful 
of each other, was the most pleasant office experience I have ever had. !

GK: Was that because of some of the things that were unique to–? !
Helen To the doctrine of unionism.  At least, that’s the way I associated it.   !
GK: Did you find it had less gender discrimination? !
Helen Oh, none at all.  And that’s true of the bus drivers.  And it was the only place that 

ever held a meeting where everyone turned up on time, probably because of their 
experience with the buses.  In the private sector a meeting would be held, and 
people would dribble in the first half hour, and I think that holds true today.  People 
just don’t come on time. !

GK: Would you say that’s because their voice would have more power, I guess?  !



Helen I don’t know why it is.   !
GK: People enjoyed working there? !
Helen Yes, and they just always showed up on time, I don’t know why. !
GK: Were there any major changes in your first few years there that were–? !
Helen Mmm, I spoke about the reelection.  Oh, when the votes were counted, the 

retirees would come in and handle the counting of the votes, and we bet on how 
many votes would be won by whom.  And I came up with a figure for Ron’s re-
election that was exactly the number of votes that he pulled.  Amazing. [Laughter]  
And that morning at 4 o’clock, it took that long to– !

GK: Count up all the votes? !
Helen Yes.  Recent elections have had different varying counting arrangements, and I 

don’t know what they are.  I think that’s happened since I left the office.  I still go to 
retirees’ meetings.  Even though I’m not a member of the retirees, they made me 
an honorary member so that I could attend the meetings and be aware of goings-
on at TriMet and other properties.   !

GK: Is that what the meetings usually cover? !
Helen The membership meetings?  They dealt with issues on the properties.  Oh, that 

reminds me.  The term “properties” refer to the locations of the employers in terms 
of number of properties.  For instance, ATU represents employers and employees 
in Salem of the Cherriots, in Eugene of the Lane Transit District, in Medford the 
Rogue Valley Transportation District, in Tillamook, Tillamook Transportation 
District, C-VAN and C-TRAN in Vancouver are represented on ATU’s board, and a 
little property in Walla Walla, Washington that somehow got assigned to ATU 757.  
There are several others who have joined since I retired. !

GK: That’s a really wide range of–. !
Helen It is.  And each property has its own problems, and every one of them has 

members who grieve.  Unions always have had grievance procedures, which can 
be originated by either the employer or the employee.  And steps are outlined in 
progression of those grievances in search of solution, usually a two- or three-step 
procedure, and if not resolved, arbitration or mediation.  Many provide for another 
extra step of mediation beyond the two or three steps incorporated in their 
procedure.  The procedures are outlined in the contract at each property, and the 
contracts end at different times, either a one-year contract or two or four, at which 
time they have to be renegotiated.  The members are provided a form on which to 
record their proposals or what they’d like to see in their next contract, and those 
are read and sometimes merged to present to the employer.  New contracts can 
be delayed by either side using different tactics.  Currently, the TriMet members 



are working under a contract that expired in November 2009 because the two 
parties have been unable to reach a new set of terms or a new contract.   !

GK: So, are the terms of the old contract extended? !
Helen Yes, they are automatically extended.  However, the current manager of TriMet, 

which is the largest property which is represented by the union, with about 1200 
employees, I think, is the average.  The employer, due to the recession and lack 
of funds, arbitrarily instituted, new to TriMet, co-pays on their medical benefits, 
which is contrary to the contract, and the union members are irate because TriMet 
had failed to live up to the contract.  The union has filed an unfair labor practice, 
which is the only method they have of objecting to a practice or procedure that 
employers use, and is now scheduled for settlement of the unfair labor practice 
before they can continue to seek arbitration.  And that is scheduled for the end of  
April, and this has been going on.  Well, let’s see, the new, employer’s arbitrary 
implementation of the co-pay–I think, since the beginning of the year.  The 
amounts are substantial, automatic reductions in pay and payments toward the 
medical expense.  It hasn’t affected me as a retiree, and I really don’t know why, 
except that  apparently they can’t change a practice that has been agreed, they’ve 
honored the retirees’ contract, but not the members. !

GK: Is that because the contract is being renewed every so many years? !
Helen Well, no, the retirees’ contract is negotiated at the same time as the active 

members’, and I don’t know why the retirees aren’t paying the high co-pay.   !
GK: Interesting. !
Helen It sure is, and I’ve attended every retirees’ meeting until last month when I had a 

broken hand.  They also have an annual picnic, which has been held both at the 
Oaks Amusement Park and at Blue Lake–it’s has moved back and forth.  The 
Oaks location has been at times or some years too crowded for all the people that 
show up. !

GK: How many retirees would you say there are, that is actively– !
Helen I don’t know.  I’ll find out, I’ll ask the president who– !
GK: I have a question about when you first started there.  I was looking into what was 

going on there right as you started in 1987, and the MAX line had just opened up 
at the end of 1986.   !

Helen Uh-uuh.   !
GK: Was that–do you remember the attitude towards the MAX on your–? !
Helen Oh, yes.  Everybody was excited for it, and the retirees always get am advance 



free ride on whatever new transportation phase starts.  I got to ride the streetcar 
when it started.  The building of the tunnel through the West Hills was really a 
major feat.  The zoo stop still is one of the deepest stations in the country.    !

GK: Do you remember when that was opened?  That station? !
Helen No, I’d have to look in the history. !
GK: So, it was a very positive thing for the–? !
Helen Oh, yes.   
GK: Did it feel like a victory for TriMet and the union? !
Helen I think so.  They both have been very proud of the system.  I think that TriMet or 

the Portland transportation system has won top prizes by various organizations, 
not to mention the bicycles on trains. !

GK: The use of bicycles– !
Helen But I guess TriMet hasn’t been as cooperative or accommodating in building 

facilities for bike riders.  I have a friend who works at Center Street who drives, 
and she works nights and bikes both ways, and she’s very aware of the lack of 
facilities.  I think every large employer has the same problem in terms of bike 
lockers for clothes and certainly the shower thing.  It’ll happen someday. !

GK: Mm-mmm.  Slowly getting, working towards that.  I also noticed that, I don’t know 
if this was important when you first got there or not, or if it was mentioned, but in 
1987 President Reagan was making numerous cuts to public transportation 
around the country and trying to privatize the industry.  Was it talked about in the 
office when you first arrived? !

Helen No, we were too busy working with our daily chores. !
GK: What was going on right in front of you. !
Helen That’s happened with every change of administration.  That’s the role that 

International plays in lobbying.  The union has always scheduled legislative weeks 
when locals’ business agents–the local refers to the union in the various areas–
are asked to come to Washington for conferences.  They visit Capitol Hill and talk 
with the senators and representatives about issues that– !

Tape 10, Side 2 !
GK: Last time we were speaking about how the process of local labor unions affect 

political arenas on the national stage. !
Helen Well, we were talking about the head officers in the local union going to 



Washington DC for a legislative week or weekend, I don’t know which, and they 
visit Congress and express the local’s concerns, locally and nationally, and then 
come home.  They usually stay at the George Meany Labor Center.  Have you 
ever heard of that?   

GK: No. !
Helen It’s the national training center for union officers.  They have residential facilities.  

It’s located in Silver Spring, Maryland, which is north of DC. !
GK: Is this for all different types of labor unions? !
Helen No, well, yes, yes, it is.  For all of the locals.  They have training sessions for each 

officer after they are elected to introduce them to their duties and reporting 
procedures to International.  There’s a monthly report that is prepared, and I don’t 
know what goes into that report, it’s a matter of numbers of member, and that’s all 
I’m aware of because I’ve not dealt with that report.  There’s always a 
maintenance training session for the people in maintenance.   !

GK: [Laughter]  Is there a head of national ATU union leaders? !
Helen Yes. !
GK: And do the head of the local unions report to that person or– !
Helen No, the president of the International–our union is international because we have 

locals that are members in Canada.  In addition, shortly after Ron Heintzman was 
elected there was a visit by a Romanian representative who was head a union 
there who visited Oregon not speaking any English.  He traveled with an 
interpreter, and I remember sitting in on that first visit with him, which resulted in 
their being called our “sister city” abroad.  That representative has since been 
elected to their legislature.  The Romanian union represents a more varied group 
of people, including seagoing people.  As a matter of fact, there are other crafts 
than transportation crafts that belong to the International union, and there are 
other unions that represent transportation people.   !

GK: Is the ATU the biggest one for transportation? !
Helen I think so.  I don’t know what the membership is nationally because I don’t receive 

their news magazine.  I do attend the retirees’ meetings here because the board 
voted me an honorary member so that I could keep in touch with the events and 
situations locally.  Ron Heintzman, while I worked for him for eight years, after 
which he was appointed International representative, which meant he was one of 
a group of such people who helped negotiate local contracts throughout the West, 
well, Oregon and Washington, and he spent some time, I think it was Missouri, 
because they had requested that he help with their contract.  He had a national 
reputation.  In addition, two years ago he was appointed by their executive board 
as executive vice president of the International union because the president was 



then considering resigning, and the executive board defied tradition to ratify his 
appointment.  The thought was that his service as executive vice president would 
give him more national exposure and help to elect him in the next election, which 
is a three-year event.  Unfortunately, he did not prevail.  A union from New York 
City spent a lot of money to influence the vote in their favor.  The money came 
from outside the union, which is against the rules in terms of their voting 
procedures.  They bought the election, and our local has filed an unfair labor 
practice against that local looking to reverse the election. !

GK: This has been very recently. !
Helen That’s correct.  So, we’re all hoping that the Department of Labor will act sooner 

than they usually do to make that happen.  Locally, I haven’t explained who all we 
represent, or ATU represents, here in the area.  In addition to TriMet bus drivers 
and mechanics, it represents members in Salem belonging to the Salem Area 
Mass Transit District; in Eugene, the Lane Transit District; in Medford, Rogue 
River Transportation District; in Tillamook, the Tillamook County Transportation 
District;  I can’t cite the name of the group in Bend, which has been a recent 
addition– !

GK: Is it common for the ATU to represent multiple, different transportation 
organizations?   !

Helen Different ones? !
GK: Like do other locals have multiple different transportation, like, TriMet and Lane 

County?  Or do they usually have– !
Helen Locals have various areas, and as members in those areas vote to become a 

member of ATU they’re assigned to a local union.  I hadn’t finished citing all the 
people it represents.  There’s a local in Walla Walla, Washington, and Vancouver, 
Washington, C-TRAN and C-VAN.  ATU 757 has 22 contracts altogether, which 
keeps our president hopping all over the state.  Additionally, the top officers travel 
one week out of the month to visit the areas that they represent and officiate at 
their local union membership meetings.  So, they’re on the road a lot.  There’s one 
automobile that’s assigned to the president that is used by the officers to make 
those trips.  It starts with the charter meeting, the local in Portland because it’s the 
first local recognized in Oregon.  Historically, the charter was granted to 757 in 
1917.   The week’s first, or charter, meeting is held in the Portland area.  They 
meet currently at the Rose City Rose Center on Sandy at 18th because they have 
a larger auditorium to hold more people than the union office does.  Then, they 
travel to Salem and Eugene and Medford.  I don’t know if they attend Tillamook 
meetings regularly, but there are meetings held with the outlying ones, such as 
Walla Walla, at their holiday functions, their Christmas dinner, for instance.  A staff 
member is responsible for sending out notices of all the meetings, and the 
members discuss the issues that were discussed at the charter meeting and votes 
taken on any issue that should be voted on.   



GK: And this is a monthly–? !
Helen This is a monthly chore for the three primary officers.  I don’t know that each one 

–the top three–goes to every meeting.  I think they might divide them up, 
especially in view of the distances involved.  Was there another question? !

GK: [Laughter] Yes, there’s always more.  I was curious to know, you said Ron 
Heintzman was appointed higher up after eight years? !

Helen No.  I worked for him for eight years before he was appointed International 
representative, and he served in that capacity for two or three years before he 
was appointed executive vice president of the International and moved to 
Washington.   

GK: Who was elected head of the local chapter once he had left? !
Helen Al–let me see.   !
GK: Wally Feist? !
Helen Oh, yes, Wally won the election, but that was the election that was overturned.  

And Ron continued as business representative until the next election.  You asked 
me last time when the Columbia Gorge National Scenic Area Act passed when I 
visited the past Congress, and I told you I had visited them at that time.  I opened 
the Sunday paper to learn that this year is the 25th anniversary of the passage of 
that act, so it had to have occurred in 1986. !

GK: That’s a good way of finding out exactly when that was. !
Helen Yes, just read the Sunday paper.   !
GK: [Laughter]  Now that we’ve got that cleared up.  I was thinking, was there any 

major, even minor, changes to the local union after Ron Heintzman left? 
Helen Oh, the same issues. !
GK: Was it a different style of leadership? !
Helen Oh, yes.  I’m trying to remember Al’s last name, who had been vice president and 

was elected president after Ron left, who was a bus driver for many years, I think, 
18, 22, and near retirement actually.  He had some cognitive problems and had 
trouble in his contacts with TriMet, signing contracts or agreements that he didn’t 
fully understand and had no one along to advised him.  Al [Zullo] is now retired 
and is living in the Seattle area.  The next person holding that office was Jon Hunt, 
who is currently serving his second term.  And Jon is spelled J-o-n short for 
Jonathan.  He was a maintenance worker at Merlo, one of the outlying stations, I 
guess light rail goes to Merlo, it goes to Hillsboro.  I’m not sure it goes to Merlo 
though.  Merlo is the bus station, where the buses are headquartered and 
maintained.  Nationally, well, TriMet has a national reputation as being the best 



transit system in the country by a recent organization declaration because of its 
progress in the light rail line and its reputation in the industry. !

GK: Would you agree with that? !
Helen Oh, I certainly do.  It was a pleasure for me to work there.  It was a very small 

staff.  As a matter of fact, one month–and it was February because it was my 
birthday, and people always got a cake on their birthday for sharing among the 
entire staff.  That happened during “hell week,” as that one week out of the month 
was called, and the cake arrived and all of the officers left, and I was the only 
person in the office to eat that cake. [Laughter] I really felt abandoned.   !

GK: Were they just– !
Helen They had gone to their various areas to hold the union meetings.  They were on 

the job all right, but they weren’t eating birthday cake.   !
GK: Was that what the week was called when all the union– !
Helen That was what we unofficially called it. !
GK: –because it was so busy and– !
Helen Yes, and so much traveling involved.   !
GK: Did you ever have to travel? !
Helen No.  After I retired, I think I mentioned that I took the minutes of the local union 

meeting in shorthand and transcribed them and they were very long notes.  
Accidentally, I came across a professional parliamentarian.  He brokered the 
purchase of a car for me, and when I learned that he was a parliamentarian I 
introduced him to the union officers to help refine the procedures they used in 
holding meetings.  And the decision was made that only the issues that were 
voted on needed to be recorded in the minutes.  So, thereafter the officers 
prepared their own minutes and recorded the votes.  So that took away that chore 
from my area of responsibility.  When I was hired, there was one other staff 
person, and did I describe her as a very difficult person? !

GK: Yes, yes. !
Helen Shortly after that, another person part-time was hired, and that was very helpful to 

me, because there were always mailings to the membership, not to mention the 
mailings of the union notices every month.  Ultimately, I became the person 
representing–who handled all the grievances for all the properties, that is, making 
appointments for the various levels of hearings, and keeping track of the results in 
such a way that they were easily accessible for use in future such grievances.  
So, when I was introduced to people within the union area, they usually said that I 



ran the office, but I didn’t.  It was just a way of being polite because I was the 
oldest staff person there.  I was 78 when I retired from the union office as 
executive secretary who handled the grievance procedures for all the properties.  I 
had worked the previous year to receive medical benefits after I retired as did the 
union officers, and if I had given up before the end of that year I would have not 
been included.  It was Ron Heintzman who was influential in that decision, as well 
as including them in the OPEIU ongoing contract negotiations.  So, I had an 
incentive to work– !

GK: Another year? [Laughter] That was 19 years– !
Helen Almost 19 years, just under that.     !
GK: Okay.  What were some of the grievances–what were some of the common ones 

that you got? !
Helen Oh, they varied from management’s use of contracting out, for instance, the work 

of a member or a group of members.  The grievances were so varied, especially 
those which went on to arbitration.  Terminations–those were automatically 
grieved, whether–no matter what.  And those all had to be voted on by the 
members–each property had to vote on those issues, on the grievances, and the 
members who were grieving were encouraged to attend the hearings at every one 
of those properties, which they didn’t always do.  For instance, the Medford group.  
But those votes would all count in totaling the results because every member was 
paying for the expense of arbitrating. !

GK: So they were used as sort of checks and balances on a grievance where there 
was a group of people to kind of double check a decision. !

Helen No, huh-uh.  The decision to terminate was the reason for the grievance, and the 
vote to send the issue to–or the decision–to arbitration and it was binding 
arbitration.   !

GK: That makes sense.  I was somewhat curious, before we move on to other topics, 
what were the type of people who ran to be the head of the local ATU?   

Helen Anybody could run for it, who was a member in good standing.   !
GK: For any position within the union.  I guess what I’m curious to know is there a 

specific type of person who would want to run, or was it– !
Helen No, as a matter of fact, Ron Heintzman had been a member of the transit police. 

He  had a degree in law enforcement and had previously worked for the Oregon 
Liquor Commission.  But he declared to be a candidate and campaigned for it, 
and that happened within the year, the first year, that I worked there.  The man 
that he replaced had been a bus driver in Eugene, and the man that followed him 
had been a driver out of Merlo.  So, it– !



GK: So, it was a varied– !
Helen It was a varied background. !
GK: Okay.  I have a question about the Labor Press.  You started in 1988, the Labor 

Press was started in 1988. !
Helen No, no.  The Labor Press has been going on for a long time.  It’s had several 

editors over a period of many years, and it changed from the Oregon Labor Press 
to the Northwest Labor Press representing unions throughout the area, or mailed 
to members– !

GK: Throughout the Northwest. !
Helen All union members throughout the Northwest.  It’s a bimonthly publication, 

whereas our newsletter, called the Bulletin, we contracted with the Labor Press to 
use them as a distribution method for our news in the form of a wraparound, the 
four pages that are the outside wrapper on a mailed issue.  It was the easiest way 
and the cheapest method of contacting our members in terms of a newsletter.  
Having to do a mailing to 1,200 people a month was rather daunting not to 
mention expensive. 

GK: Yeah [Laughter]. !
Helen Oh, I should tell you that that was another of my duties besides the grievances 

process. !
GK: Was being involved with the Bulletin? !
Helen Collecting all of the members of the officers’ news at the various properties.   !
 [Pause] !

I  transmitted the Labor Press document to Don McIntosh, who is the assistant 
editor of the Labor Press, and he would include that in his layout for the issue, 
then send us a proof copy and make any corrections or omissions in the final–and 
then he would use that in his final issue.  And then from time to time we would like 
to have reprint of a certain article, and he would make a PDF file and send it back 
to us.  The issue consisted of a message from the president, the financial 
secretary, the vice president, and including executive officer reports from the 
various properties. !

Tape 11, Side 1 !
Helen I started to say that included in each issue were short articles by the president, 

vice president, secretary treasurer, and each of the e-board officers from all of the 
properties.  Then, a retirees corner wishing those retirees having birthdays in the 
month, their names published, which was a nice effort.  Also listed was the 



meeting information as to location and address of the meeting for all the members 
throughout the area, and that’s all. !

GK: And these were sent out to every union member?  Was the union paying for it? !
Helen Yes.  They’d invoice us for so many issues mailed. !
GK: Are all the articles written by the heads of different divisions within the union or 

were there any staff writers? !
Helen They’re written by the officers of the union.   !
GK: Oh, okay.  So, each officer has a certain duty it has to report on. !
Helen They represent members at that property. !
GK: Okay. !
Helen Unions are very democratic. !
GK: Anything else you’d like to say about the Labor Press or the Bulletin except for the 

malfeasance of the secretary-treasurer a couple of years ago.  His name was Tom 
Wallace, and he was elected at the same time that Ron Heintzman was. !

GK: That was in 1987-88? !
Helen I don’t know.  I just don’t do well with dates. !
GK: I guess I can look that up later.  And what was he accused of? !
Helen Well, he served as financial secretary and office manager.  The position of office 

manager had been determined during Wally Feist’s, oh, no,Tony Bryant’s service, 
who was financial secretary at the time I was hired.  And it was decided that an 
officer needed to be the manager, although they never managed anything in their 
life. [Laughter] Tom got into gambling with his wife, who was a TriMet employee in 
the parts room of various properties, and she retired before he did, and she was 
older than he was.  He used the rubber stamp that we had prepared for each of 
the officers during previous administrations where it was necessary to have and it 
always has been necessary to have two people sign all checks, and only one 
officer at the time would be in the office at the time and the president might be 
driving a bus around town, so we would have to take the checks where he would 
be lying over for him to sign, and that was very difficult to arrange and to do, so, 
we had a rubber stamp, which I kept for Ron in my top drawer, and that was the 
way that Tom could forge his name to the checks.  He used an account that was a 
courtesy account by TriMet.  It held the funds that were used to pay for elder and 
child care that was the subject of agreement between the union and TriMet, and it 
escaped audit by our certified public accountant, who at one point discovered the 



forgery by  questioning a deposit that was out of order that was unusual.  And Tom 
excused himself to go to the restroom and walked out of the building and never 
came back.  [Laughter] because he realized that he had been caught.  He was 
very good at Witing out–there’s a white fluid that’s used to erase or cover over ink 
that’s on the document–it’s called W-i-t-e Out, Wite-Out, and he was very good at 
Witing Out bank statements. [Laughter] so that it wouldn’t, the CPA said he wasn’t 
that good because he just didn’t inspect them close enough or he would have 
caught it sooner.   !

GK: How long was he forging these checks? !
Helen A period of–well, they only went back seven years because that was the statute of 

limitations, but it was believed that he started it shortly after he became financial 
secretary, which was many more years. !

GK: Did you notice anything? !
Helen No, and none, no other staff person was aware of that.  He just put the rubber 

stamp back in my top drawer, but I think they’ve dispensed with the rubber stamp.  
[Laughter]   !

GK: That was to make it easier for– !
Helen Right, and not to enable people to misuse it.  Because oftentimes when 

documents needed to be signed like briefs and such–I guess that was the wrong 
example–people would be traveling off somewhere and you’d need their 
signature, so it was a convenience most of the time.  But just drastically misused.   !

GK: Was there any–how did that affect the union? !
Helen Well, it–the union has insurance, errors and omissions insurance, and it was 

bonded, but he still owes money against the total amount that he took, which was 
$475,000.  Unbelieve, absolutely unbelievable.  It shocked everybody.  !

GK: Did it have any effect on specific policies within–I guess maybe the treasury 
department of the union, the position that he held?  I guess they probably made 
them stop using the rubber stamp as you said before. !

Helen That’s right.  And that was–I don’t know whether the CPA took responsibilityfor 
auditing that in the future.  TriMet said that they had been suspicious of it, but not 
enough that caused them to–well, this says there was no effect on day-to-day 
operations.   !

GK: Did you know Tom Wallace personally at all?   !
Helen Oh, yes.  He was my boss, he was the office manager. !



GK: Nice guy, or? !
Helen Very.  He was a big man and obese.  He always had a box of doughnuts in the 

kitchen, and periodically he would supply latte’s to the office staff on special 
occasions.  He was just a very nice guy. !

GK: And that’s what made the shock of misuse more– !
Helen Certainly.  And he was allowed to work at TriMet until his jail sentence started in 

order to help pay back some of the money, and then I think he got an early out 
from his year’s sentence to be served in federal prison in Sherwood.  And I don’t 
know–of course, he was terminated at the time that he was jailed because TriMet 
doesn’t hire felons.  He comes from a large family, and I went to high school with 
his mother.   !

GK: Oh, really. !
Helen I didn’t know her at the time, but we attended the same high school at the same 

time, and she died while he was in jail.  I saw her obituary in the paper. !
GK: And this all happened around 2007?  I think I saw a date. !
Helen March of 2007.   !
GK: Well, I guess, moving away from that topic [mutual laughter], I had a couple of 

other questions I wanted to ask about your time with the union. !
Helen Yes. !
GK: One of them, we talked about this topic a couple of times, but it seems like this 

was  where you were working when the introduction of PCs was made to– !
HelenWell, that occurred during my tenure with CH2M Hill, that was between ‘80 and ‘87.   
GK: Okay.  Were you personally using PCs?   !
Helen I did, when IDC became a subsidiary of CH2M Hill, they used PCs, which had a 

program on that was very awkward, Samna, S-a-m-n-a.  And there was another 
program or PC that was purchased at the same time, which I did not operate, 
which made it difficult for staff to communicate with each other, as far as my 
recollection goes.   !

GK: So, by the time you got to ATU there were PCs in common use? !
Helen Actually, ATU had a Unix system, and I also had a Xerox memory typewriter that 

we used to fill out forms, which are difficult to handle on a PC.  I was working 
three different systems at the same time for a year or two, if I recall correctly.  
Windows is, of course, the easiest to handle.  The equipment was always a 



problem with typists as technology advanced. !
GK: That seems to be the– !
Helen And your job was at stake, which I thought was very unfair.   !
GK: Was there no better training–I remember you had mentioned in some of your 

previous jobs the training for the new system– !
Helen Lack thereof. !
GK: Lack thereof.  Was there better training at the union, or–? !
Helen Oh, the membership records were an entirely different program, and the union 

sent both the membership records secretary and well, everybody that operated 
the computer went to a class down in the Galleria to acquaint them with the 
programs that were on the computer.   !

GK: Okay. !
Helen Yes, it was as much basic training as could be given.  There were classes for 

those people who were using it for a different program.  The latest–we had the 
latest equipment at the time I was retired.   !

GK: Okay, okay.  I was just curious to know, we had talked about that in the past.  I just 
wanted to see what the situation was at the union. 

Helen Right. !
GK: I was kind of curious to know, did your offices move at any point?  Did you guys 

upgrade or downgrade? !
Helen I became employed when the union was located in the Weatherly Building, which 

was on the corner of Fifth and Morrison on the East Side next to where the 
Oriental Theater had been in the past which had since been demolished.  One of 
Wally Feist’s goals was to buy a building for the union that was the only good 
result of his tenure as president.  The building that he arranged to buy is located 
at northeast 18th and Couch, 1801 NE Couch, one block north of Burnside, and it 
fit the expanded needs at the time it was purchased, and it still serves the union 
with the exception of the union meetings, which require a larger facility.  During 
Tom’s tenure, he made the partial basement a conference room.  We had lots of 
boxes stored in that partial basement, and he arranged offsite storage for those 
and commissioned a very large conference table to that room, so large that you 
could hardly see the person at the other end of the table to accommodate the 13-, 
15-member executive board, and that’s the room where all the board meetings 
are held.   !

GK: Okay, and you started working there when they were in the Weatherly Bu9lding? 



!
Helen Yes. !
GK: So, you were there for the move.  I was just curious to know if they moved around 

at all. !
Helen Yes.   !
GK: Were there any points that you were working with the ATU that you felt that 

perhaps its existence was maybe not in jeopardy but had been decreased, its 
influence had been decreased, or increased?  Was there noticeable ups and 
downs, I guess? !

Helen With–in terms of their relationships with the employers with whom they had 
contracts?   !

GK: Yeah, with TriMet, even in the political arena, I guess? !
Helen I don’t know how to answer that question.  There are ups and downs in every 

business.  I guess I should say, define ups and downs. [Laughter] !
GK: Well, I guess I was thinking more in terms of– !
Helen It’s hard to measure the answer to your question.  Nationally, union membership 

has declined.  I attribute some of that the difficulty in organizing.  The biggest 
difficulty I could see in organizing was the lack of enforcement by the NLRB 
current labor law.  Employers at properties that we tried to organize blatantly 
defied that law in holding mandatory meetings, anti-union, and I think that’s true 
nationwide too.  A recent down, as you mentioned earlier, is the Wisconsin 
situation where collective bargaining rights have been legislated out of existence, 
which will be fought in the courts probably.  The recession has made it very 
difficult in terms of benefits because unions have fought very hard for benefits for 
their members and now are being criticized, whereas the people who don’t have 
the benefits, if they had joined a unoin, would have benefitted.  I guess that’s my 
answer. !

GK: Okay, good answer. !
Helen I hope. !
GK: How did working for the ATU affect some of your political views on local and 

national issues? !
Helen Well, I happen to agree with most of them because I was raised in such a strong 

union family.  I felt comfortable.  Politics never played a real part in previous 
employment, except for the closure of my own business which I attributed to the 
Nixon recession which was certainly in effect.  No, I was comfortable working for 



the politics of the union. !
GK: Did it cause you to be more aware of local issues?   !
Helen Oh, I’ve always been aware of local issues.  I read the newspaper avidly.  I don’t 

act as an activist any longer, but I keep up with the times. !
GK: I was curious to know how and when did you decide to retire from the ATU? !
HelenWell, that’s an interesting question because Social Security-wise, I retired in 1987 

in order to help one of my grandnieces through college, actually with the last three 
years.  She always waited until the last minute to let me know what her needs 
were, which drove me crazy.  However, that was when–I guess I’ve forgotten how 
old I was at that time.  Along came 2005 and I broached the subject of medical 
benefits as a retiree.  Not belonging to ATU, and I had no standing to receive them 
to continue on as a retiree.   However, when I broached the subject to the office 
manager, Tom Wallace, he said he would have someone else cost it out and let 
me know.  Well, time went on and I never heard from him on the subject, and I 
hesitated to push it because I was afraid the answer would be “no.”  I don’t know 
exactly what precipitated it, but Ron Heintzman learned that there was an issue, 
and he intervened, and told me that he had arranged for me to receive the 
medical benefits, and it turned out that it was included as a benefit in our union 
contract between the Office and Professional Employees Union, O-P-E-I-U, and 
ATU, subject to–when a person, an employee, who is retiring would receive a 
certain age and a certain tenure–and I don’t know what those are right off the top 
of my head, it may have been the number of years that I had in which was almost 
18, and having reached the age of 78 at that time, I don’t believe that age stood 
for new retirees.  The benefits–the condition was equal or equal to that provided 
to TriMet employees.   !
Interestingly, the retirees haven’t been affected by the arbitrary implementation by 
TriMet of employee participation in the premiums by reason of certain amounts 
deducted from their paychecks.  I don’t have a retirement with TriMet.  The 
retirement benefit that I had–and I’m not sure that it still applies–was a Simplified 
Employee plan which was changed to an IRA, so that the amounts that the 
employer had contributed I would walk away--at the time of retirement I would 
walk away with that plan with that security, and I invested with American Funds 
and have since changed to a different IRA.  But I was grateful for that.  They didn’t 
ever have anyone retire before. [Laughter] The staff left before they were old 
enough to retire.  !

GK: Okay.  So, it was new ground for them, too.  How did you feel–I guess, 
emotionally, reflecting on your retirement? !

Helen Well, I wasn’t really prepared for it because I had a rush job.  Accidentally, about a 
month before the date came which was to be the end of March in ‘06, I 
accidentally deleted an inventory of grievances, and I had to type them again, and 



I was able to complete the typing on my last day at ATU. [Laughter] !
GK: That’s cutting it close. !
Helen It was cutting it close.  I had to take time out to train my replacement, but she was 

easily trained, so it gave me time to do that.   !
GK: Were you excited about it? !
Helen No, it was really a lovely effort on the part of the union.  They hired a hall at the 

hotel across from Calaroga Terrace, and I gave them a list of people to invite 
because it was scheduled for work time on a Friday afternoon, the whole office 
showed up and things were said and gifts were given and it was really very nice.  
And cake was eaten.  And I went home and didn’t–.  I’ve been in touch with at 
least two members of the staff, and when I go back.  I say, “in touch.”  I have lunch 
periodically with Debra Taylor, and I was hired by Susan Stoner to proofread two 
of the manuscripts that she’s written for publication.  She writes mystery history 
stories.  So, that has been a lot of fun. 

GK: You were right back to work. !
Helen Yes. !
GK: Were you doing that from home? !
Helen Yes, I’ve done all of that.  That has happened since I left. !
GK: Was that a nice change of scenery I can imagine? !
Helen Oh, it’s nice to work from home, I’ve really have enjoyed that as well as the 

transcription for the History Museum. !
GK: Is that when you started to get involved with transcribing? !
Helen No, that happened just about a year ago.  Jim Strassmeier attended the retirees’ 

meeting, along with two Portland State students.  And he had arranged with ATU 
to underwrite, I think an amount of $500, deducted from union dues on a pennies-
per-hour basis, and I introduced myself to him at that time as having met him 
when I was president of the Older Women’s League for a short time, for a year.  
And he had remembered that.  So, it was quite awhile–I told him I was interested 
in volunteering, and actually I was actually I was volunteering for the labor 
museum that’s being set up in Salem.  I don’t know just how far, what progress 
has been made there.  But he called me three transcriptions ago to take 
advantage of my offer. [Laughter] !

GK: Well, great.  Before we move on to other things, I think it would be nice to step 
back and go through and look at some of the people that you’ve met, or 
experienced, throughout your time working in DC. 



!
Helen The people? !
GK: Some of the more interesting people.  It sounds like you’ve met quite a few 

working with Helen Nickum & Associations in Washington. !
Helen Yes.  Of all the things that I’ve prepared I didn’t make a list of the people.  I started 

listing trips and vacations–. !
GK: We can discuss that.   !
Helen Shall we do that? !
GK: So, this is a list of vacations you went on throughout your– !
Helen Yes, starting with even before I started the business.  I was working for a 

temporary help agency, and there I met a young man named Karl Grannan, who 
had a cousin, I think her name was Julanne.  He and I decided to take a trip to 
New York City, and we drove up and we were planning to stay with his cousin, 
who had come from Wisconsin.  She had recently taken a job with the radio 
broadcasting system, and was living near the stables of the horses that pulled the 
carriages in Central Park.  It was a smelly neighborhood, so, she packed her 
lunch and went down and had lunch with the horses.  If you can’t ‘em why join 
‘em.  It was late night when we arrived, and we had trouble at the Holland Tunnel, 
there was a lot of construction going on.  So, we went ahead and drove through 
the tunnel, and we didn’t see another car all the way through.  We were greeted 
by a policeman at the other end.  [Interruption] He said, “You were going the 
wrong way.”  So, I had the doubtful reputation being one of two people who went 
through the Holland Tunnel in New York the wrong way.  Amazingly. !

GK: You didn’t encounter any other traffic or–? !
Helen No, nor did we have any behind us. !
GK: Julanne later married Merv Griffin, so I had the dubious reputation of having slept 

with Julanne’s wife before he did.  So there’s a “people.” 
GK: Okay, okay. !
Helen Still dating Karl, we drove the Confederate line at Gettysburg.  The radio was on, 

and we had a drum roll as we started up the Confederate line. !
GK: Really. !
Helen Yes, just a coincidence.  But it was a thrilling coincidence.  Williamsburg, I went 

with Tamara Jaffe, whom I knew here in Portland, who was going to George 
Washington University at the time.  And we traveled off to Williamsburg and toured 
Columbus’s ship replicas that were anchored in the James River.  Another local 



person, John Weldom, who was Multnomah County registrar, attended a 
convention of county officials in DC, and we went off to tour Williamsburg.  My 
sister Lois and her husband Herb–that was the third visit that I had there.  They 
just had a wonderful time.  And then many years later, Mary Grant, who was one 
of my secretaries, who lived in Washington and whose parents lived in Woodburn.  
She was commuting between DC and Woodburn.  She later moved to Woodburn 
to care for one or the other, not both at the same time.  We decided to make the 
trip when we both happened to be in DC at the same time.  And Williamsburg had 
gotten old, too.  It looked much different from the fresh days that I had 
remembered. !

GK: What was different about it, do you remember? !
Helen It just looked worn.  Thousands and thousands of visitors.  It really shows.  I don’t 

know what the current situation is.  Off I went to Montreal, Canada.  My 
roommate, my second roommate in Washington, married and moved to St. 
Genevieve’ at the foot of the Laurentian Mountains near Montreal.  And she lived 
in St. Genevieve’ and commuted into Montreal when they decided to both take 
jobs there.  I went with Tom Callahan, who changed his name to Gerard, who had 
recently come out of the monestary, he’d resigned, and mine was the first job that 
he had.  He wanted to see the cathedral in Montreal, which is the one that 
Pavoratti sang Christmas carols in, and then we went on to Quebec City and went 
to a provincial fair where everybody spoke French and we didn’t, and that was a 
culture shock.  I’d never been in that– not until I went to Puerto Rico where 
everybody there spoke Spanish.  So, then we drove back down the coast through 
New England, and we got into Connecticut and didn’t have any money, and we 
decided we’d better go home and we did. !

GK: You didn’t want to get stuck in Connecticut. !
Helen That’s right.  When was this? !
Helen This was–I don’t know.  I didn’t put any dates, I just have to estimate it.  It was 

probably early ‘60s.  Toronto, oh, here’s a date.  “I flew to Cleveland in 1964, 
having established the business in ‘59, to visit a possible buyer of the business.”  
He offered to buy it at book value minus any good will for all the work that I’d put 
into it and the clientele that we had.  No sale, I turned it down, and the business 
lasted another seven years.  But I really needed to sell it or get out of it because it 
was more than I could handle. !

 Ocean City, Labor Day weekend, after a hurricane.  Did I tell you about that 
before? !
GK: I don’t believe so. !
Helen Well, I went with Larry, he was a typesetter, and we used to work together on 

projects.  He was a Navy vet and knew how to swim a lot better than I did, and 



two other families.  It was time to go home, and we decided to go in the ocean for 
a last dip.  He took along a raft, and we weren’t very far out when a random wave 
knocked both of us off our feet and took us out to sea.  That was quite exciting. !

GK: I can imagine.  How did you make it back to shore, did you have to–? !
Helen It took three lifeguards.  We started shouting, and they got us in.  Thank gosh for 

the raft.  I had a two-piece bathing suit on, and the bra had come untied and was 
down around my waist when I landed on the sand and I couldn’t have cared less.  
[Laughter] So, I fastened it up again.  And then we went home. !

GK: An exciting end to a vacation– !
Helen Yes, but I also had to go home and sign the payroll, and nobody else was 

authorized to sign it.  So, I made out a will and identified who should sign it, which 
I should have done a long time before.   !
I went off to Pontiac, Michigan to visit Jean Ward, whose little sister, Shirley 
_____________ I roomed with in college. John, her husband, helped introduced 
the Seguay, the individual, motorized, vertical scooter, when he worked for the 
Williams Company that invented that.  So, I knew it was coming.  And this was a 
long time ago, this was again in the ‘60s.  My business spanned the ‘60s.  
October ‘59 to May ‘71.  It was a very historically exciting decade, culturally, 
technologically, in every way. !

GK: Did you feel like you had a special view or perspective? !
Helen I was right in the middle of it.  Puerto Rico.  I went off to a wee’s vacation in Puerto 

Rico and roomed with a Cuban family.  I got the reference from a cab driver.  I 
paid $5.00 a night, rather than the hundreds of dollars of staying in a hotel.  But I 
sunned on the hotel beaches until they learned that I wasn’t staying there and 
chase me off.  I toured a rug factory that I had read about in the National 
Geographic.  They made huge rugs, mostly for the commercial market.  They did 
have a small rug area which were discounted rugs, and I bought one.  And I only 
replaced it this year by my current blue rug in my living room.  And it’s blue 
because the other one was blue and green and slightly fuzzing, and I loved it.  But 
it got stuck in a airline baggage strike and was delayed.  It finally came about a 
week or two after I got home by a late flight after the baggage workers went back 
to work after the strike.  This again was in the ‘60s.   !
I flew home to visit Lois and Herb, my sister and her husband, and we drove to 
San Diego and returned via the coast.  We visited the San Diego Zoo and the 
redwoods.  That was a wonderful trip.  We really enjoyed that, especially the 
butterfly exhibit at the zoo.  You walk into the exhibit and out the other door and 
you”re surrounded by butterflies.   !

GK: [Laughter] Was this when the San Diego Zoo was well known around the country? 



!
Helen Still is.  I had a friend who had a friend, Bruce Millen, who was the State 

Department attache’ in India.  My friend Kathleen Sproul, an editor for the 
_______________ Foundation, who had to take a car to New Orleans, and he 
wanted to have company.  And I was tired of the heat–this was in the summertime 
in the’60s.  So, I drove to New Orleans with him.  I had never seen New Orleans 
before, and he was off doing his business and I was touring the French Quarter.  
And then I flew back to DC.   !

GK: How did you feel about the French Quarter? !
Helen Oh, it was delightful.  I saw the storefront musicians, inside the store and outside, 

too.  We got into Al Hirt’s restaurant, who wasn’t there at the time, but the 
orchestra was.  Al Hirt played the horn.  Maybe you’ve heard of him. !

GK: I believe so, yes, yes. !
Helen I’ve got records by him now.   !
Tape 11, Side 2 !
Helen Florida.  I made several visits to Florida, the first one by train with a former 

bookkeeper who had four children, and when we got off the train, well, she was 
going to visit her folks and I can’t remember the name of the city in Florida that 
they lived in, so I have to look that up.  We were congratulated by other 
passengers on the behavior of the children because they were so good.  I had the 
two older ones and she had the two younger ones.  Then, I visited Edith Callahan, 
who had been a mentor in my business, who had been a secretary at Arnold & 
Porter, but she had retired by now and was living in wherever the PGA 
headquarters are (North Fort Lauderdale?), the golf headquarters, where we had 
lunch and had to go up the freight elevator because they had so many steps and 
she was in a wheelchair.  Well, the general counsel for the golf association, the 
national association, had been a clerk at Arnold & Porter and went to work for 
their client.   !

GK: Oooh.   !
Helen They had represented the association.  And he reminded me that I had given him 

a book that he had enjoyed many times.  Which one is that?  I was talking to the 
cat.  The book was Let’s Eat Right to Keep Fit, who invented tiger’s milk, a 
nutritional supplement.  A doctor at one time asked me for the recipe to give 
another geriatric patient, and then it was marketed in an instant firm, and then it 
disappeared, it went off the market.  But I’ve still got the recipe somewhere. !

GK: Okay.  Did he return the book to you, or did he–? !
Helen No, he just appreciated it, he reminded me that I had given it to him.  And I had 



forgotten that.  I decided I wouldn’t ever loan books, I would always give ‘em 
away.  !

GK:  [Laughter] Yeah, yeah. !
Helen It solved the problem.  I went off to spend a Christmas break when I was working 

with the other temporary help service, who had an office apartment in Florida, 
which I guess was tax deductible as a respite for employees, and I had free room, 
no free board.  This is Christmas, and I had spent an hour in the sun and got a 
case of sun poisoning.  And I had spent hours in the sun at this elevation? Not 
elevation, in a temperate zone of the–.  Wel, my hostess, roommate, suggested 
Noxzema, which I had never used before.  We slathered it on and it solved the 
itch problem and really worked.  I highly recommend it for sun poisoning in case 
you have to need it. !

GK: Really.  Okay.  Why do you think you got it that time, was it just–? !
Helen I don’t know.  Probably just the intensity of the sun at that equatorial location.  It’s 

much stronger than here.  I don’t know how people live in that climate as a matter 
of fact.  I really don’t.   !

GK: Uh-huh.   !
Helen Oh, Chicago.  Now, I’m in Portland, and I went to Chicago to a convention of the 

Older Women’s League.  And that was fun.  I’d spent hours at O’Hare Airport in a 
blizzard at midnight at a change of plane one time while traveling one way or the 
other between DC and Portland, but this was very different.  I got to visit their 
large museum and really enjoyed that.   !

GK: What was the women’s convention about, what were some of the highlights? !
Helen The focus of the Older Women’s League was on caregiving, and the importance 

of providing caregiving respite, substitute, because of the burden of caregiving, 
which usually falls on older women.  Although it can fall as a burden to a man 
whose wife is, for instance, into Alzheimer’s and is kept at home.  It’s a very 
unacknowledged, well, it’s focus is to bring it to the attention of people so that 
they’re prepared for it, and we introduced resources that can help them in that 
role. !

 Oh, then I traveled back to Washington, DC to go to a national poetry association 
convention.  Another former bookkeeper wrote poetry.  I have a couple of books where 
she’s published.  She asked me to go, and I had never been to a poetry association 
convention before.  !
GK: [Laughter]  What was that like? !
Helen Well, it was interesting.  People paid a lot of money to travel, they came from all 



over the country, to read their poems in small groups and attend exhibits.  I can’t 
remember what the vendors sold, but they were still spending money. !

GK: Was this more of a convention to show off poetry or–? !
Helen Yes, to be able to recite it and have people applaud.  And it was amazing.  I didn’t 

contribute to the poetry group, but I had enjoyed listening to it. !
GK: Because you had been interested in poetry throughout your life. !
Helen Yes, just for fun.  Then, after I moved in here [at Russellville Park] seven years 

ago, I met at the same time a women who lived across the hall and down one 
apartment, who is now 93.  She was very spry and active at the time, and we 
decided to travel off to the Hawaiian Islands and take a cruise, an Elderhostel 
cruise, which was escorted and informative, which is the role that Elderhostel 
plays.  We visited the national parks where there were volcanoes, and we climbed 
the volcanoes in a bus.  By this time I was having mobile problems, but I could 
climb the steps of the bus.  I can’t walk well on uneven ground, and my balance 
has been affected. !

GK: How long was the cruise? !
Helen It was about four days, five days.  We landed in Oahu and visited the Mormon 

vacility there that trains young people and provides jobs for them in the 
summertime.  And also provides a luau so we got a taste of the islands.  We 
visited all the big islands, and fell in love with the pineapple, which is very different 
in Hawaiit.  It’s all ripe. !

GK: Really. !
Helen And it’s just delicious, and as a matter of fact the last day on the ship they ran out. !
GK: Really. [Laughter] !
Helen They ate all of it.  Then, the Oregon beaches.  I haven’t proofread these pages 

yet, which I should have done while I was waiting for you.  I have here the Grand 
Canyon with Dottie Hurley.  She was–now, this is in the ‘90s, skip a couple of 
decades.  She was dog sitting in Tucson, and called me and asked me if I’d like to 
meet her in Phoenix and visit the Grand Canyon.  And I said, “Well, as a matter of 
fact, my job, my employer, has an apartment rented in Flagstaff where we can 
stay, which was very convenient. !

GK: Really. !
Helen We [CH2M Hill] were involved in the negotiations trying to move the Hopi indians 

out of the middle of the Navajo reservation, during which time there was a scandal 
about–and I don’t remember the issue, but there were four or five government 



agencies investigating it, and I never did find out how it ended.  She went on to 
New Mexico.  She had bought some shares inl a vacation resort arrangement 
there which she later dropped, but she went on to visit her property in New 
Mexico.  And I rented–well, we had already rented the car, I decided to head for 
the reservation, which I did.  A sign going out of town said, “No services for 60 
miles,” and I will never do that again in a rented car.  I turned south at Window 
Rock and went into the Paiute reservation, which was an experience because 
they never kept the roads up in that reservation.  I don’t know about others.  I 
suspect they don’t do it in others either.  In order to get to Scottsdale, which is out 
of Phoenix, and I toured Scottsdale a little bit.  Oh, on the way up we visited a 
Zuni–not Zuni–an Anastazi residential cliff.   !

GL: Oh, the houses built into the–?  Okay. !
Helen Anyway, I finally got back to Phoenix, 109, but it was very dry, and I didn’t feel like 

it was that hot.   !
GK: But how did you feel like your experiences on the reservation? !
Helen I had always given to the Navajos since then.  They publish a calendar and show 

their wares and do beautiful Indian merchandise for sale, to support the families 
and make gift baskets available.  I’ve supported them.  I was familiar with their 
problems because one of the projects we had in Washington was to start a 
newsletter for the reservation.  They had trouble– lot of businesses tried to start 
businesses there to provide support and employment for the young people and 
the older people, too.  They worked on Navajo time, and not many of those efforts 
were helpful.  They failed.  The newsletter failed.  I helped them lay out and figure 
out how to start.  We also worked for the Aleuts in Alaska when they were building 
their programs.  And then at CH2M Hill, we worked on the Haida north of 
Ketchikan.   !

GK: Oh, okay. !
Helen Just touches.  It’s amazing how much you learn.  That covers that subject, I think.  

I stopped traveling.  Oh, no. Two years ago I went off to Amsterdam. !
GK: Oh, that’s traveling. !
Helen My sister-in-law’s–no, my brother-in-law’s sister’s two adult children who lived 

there.  She was at the time operations manager for Europe and Africa for 
Starbucks, and they had a two-year stint there before they were transferred back 
to Seattle, where she is now operations manager for the southern half of the US, 
including Hawaii. !

GK: Oh, really. !
Helen Yes, and the Mark Twain book was given to me by her little brother, who is only 



three years younger than she is.  They’re both in their 40s.  He works for a 
bookshop, a book vendor, not Borders, the other one.   !

GK: Barnes and Noble? !
Helen Yes, in Seattle. !
GK: What did you think of Amsterdam?  Did you enjoy it? !
Helen Oh, yes, I thoroughly enjoyed it.  We went off to the gardens.  I can’t remember 

the name of that right off the top of my head right now.  I really forgot about 
Amsterdam.  I’ll have to add it.  We took a canal trip that took us out into the 
ocean and back into another canal–all over the place.  The canals circle–or half-
circle–the ocean, and some of the buildings are built right in the ocean.   !

GK: Really. !
Helen Yes, on piers.  I don’t know how they do it.   !
GK: What did you think of all the bikes?  Were there bike systems as good as they–? !
Helen Yes, their streets are all flat, of course, the country’s flat.  The streetcars go down 

the center, the cars are outside of the streetcars, and the bicycles have very wide 
rights-of-way outside of the cars.  The bicycles have the right-of-way.  There are 
no helmets.  Nobody wears a helmet, and everybody sits up straight, no leaning 
over.  There are bicycles on them with contraptions on them on the front and the 
back to hold groceries and kids.  Marijuana is freely smoked in the parks where 
we visited one Sunday.  What other–and there are lots of little shops.  You go to 
this shop and that shop rather than supermarkets. !

GK: Okay.  How did you feel–I’m just curious to know because it’s been mentioned that 
Portland is trying to build its bike system based on Amsterdam. !

Helen I saw a building with 3,500 bicycles in it. !
GK: Wow.  Like a parking garage? [Laughter] !
Helen Yes.  Short and long-term storage. !
GK: Well, Portland’s probably got a long way to go then, until it reaches–. !
Helen Yes, but we’re making progress.  I grew up–my first purchase was a bicycle with 

babysitting money, and I had it until I went to work at Hanford, I shipped it to 
Richland, Washington, because my employer, which was IBM at the time, was too 
far to walk–too hot–and too close, well, it was just right for a bicycle.  But I guess I 
sold it there. !



GK: Okay. !
 [Pause] !
Helen Well, early in the ‘60s, I met my sister-in-law, Herb’s sister, and her mother, a first 

generation Swede, at Grand Central Station with a baggage problem.  They didn’t 
have any people to give you their baggage from the fenced-in area where it was 
stored.   !

GK: Really. !
Helen Yes, really.  I couldn’t understand.  Watching the train come in from the West was 

exciting.  It made me think I was standing out in the middle of the country waiting 
for the train to come in.  They were planning to board the Gripsholm to sail to 
Sweden which she hadn’t seen since she’d left as a young woman to come to this 
country for a month’s vacation, and after I saw them off on the Gripsholm, I went 
to the Bolshoi ballet at the old Metropolitan Opera House.  I paid $5.00 to get in, 
same day service, balcony seat near the stage, housewives from Long Island 
were sitting behind me and around me with the famous New York accents.  They 
spent the afternoon at the theatre in New York, they lived on Long Island and 
came into town to attend the shows.  I really enjoyed their accents.  The following 
week the ballet performed in DC, when people waited all night for the tickets.  So, 
I thought I was lucky. !

GK: Yeah, you got to see it pre-tour.   
Helen Yeah, right.  There came to DC Irving Hoffman, who was a friend of Irving Berlin’s 

for the opening of a musical based as a tribute to John Kennedy.  This was during 
the Kennedy administration.  And when Lois and Herb came to Washington and 
we planned to go to New York, I wrote to Mr. Hoffman and he arranged to get us 
tickets.  I saw two shows, Camelot and How To Succeed in Business, and my 
sister chose two different ones.  I went to one with Herb and another one with 
Lois.  He carried with him a shopping bag full of form letters with a lot of 
information on them, and he corresponded with his friends in New York by 
checking boxes instead of writing letters.  But he wrote an addition to every one of 
them.  I thought that was a unique way to correspond.  He had lots of–.   !
She Stoops To Conquer, I saw that in Ford’s theater the night that Martin Luther 
King was shot in Memphis.  I think it was Memphis, wasn’t it?   !

GK: I’m not sure. !
Helen I think it was.  Immeediately the riot started in Washington, looting and burning, 

and I was maced going back to the office, where the production department was 
working late that night running offset presses.  We typed the story of the burning 
for two reporters for the Washington Post, and it became a best seller and we 
printed it six times, and each time with new paper plates.  We used an Itek 
process, which succeeded the Ektalith process, rather than negatives, which is 



photo offset.  It was a paper plate which is disposable after it’s printed.  So, if you 
want to print it again you have to create a new plate.   !

GK: Okay, I see. !
Helen Robert Goulet performed at the Sheraton Hotel in DC, and it was so loud that I sat 

out in the lobby throughout the whole performance.  He belongs on TV where you 
can turn the volume down. [Laughter] Jose Ferrer performed at the National 
Theater in Man of La Mancha.  He played Don Quixote, and he hired us to take 
dictation to answer his correspondence.  He also had been a speaker at the 
Senatorial wives and spoke about his autobiography that was going to be printed 
by Little Brown and Company.  Then, the show went on to Baltimore and he called 
to make an appointment to do some more dictation, but it started to rain.  When it 
rained, he cancelled because he said he “couldn’t sing very well 
anyway” [laughter ], and he didn’t wanta catch cold.  That was my experience with 
Jose Ferrer, and I promptly got a crush on him until I learned that he and 
Rosemary Clooney had seven children.  I don’t know how she managed so many 
kids when she was so popular and sang so much.   !
Others shows that I saw in Washington were Hello Dolly, Sunrise at Campobello 
where FDR acquired polio.  The Music Man.  Meredith Willson, the composer of 
that play, was standing at the rear of the theater throughout the whole 
performance.  That’s the only one he ever wrote.  He didn’t write on before it, and 
he didn’t write one after that.  Stop the World I Wanta Get Off.  I wish I cold see 
that again.  And others on two seasons’ tickets.  I finally stopped buying season 
tickets because I was usually so tired by the time I got to the theater I promptly 
went to sleep. [Laughter] !

Helen Gilbert and Sullivan operettas.  We’re back in Portland now.  I attended the 
performances in the summertime of the Gilbert and Sullivan shows.  I’ve also got 
a set of nine DVDs of the operettas, which I got for my sister for Christmas one 
year, and I inherited them.  And we also attended the pops Portland Symphony on 
season tickets until she died, and I haven’t been to one since. !

GK: Which one of these were your favorites? !
Helen A-a-h, that’s hard.  I can’t do that.   !
  [Pause] !
Helen Did we talk about the four Supreme Court justices?   !
GK: No, you didn’t.  Could you go into those in a little bit of detail? 
Helen Well, Warren Burger, we just did a very short stint for his secretary, and I met him 

when I returned the material to her, she introduced me, so I figured that I had 
worked for him.  Abe Fortas, I did a stint working directly for him when his 
secretary was absent.  Arthur Goldberg, when he was working in the same 



building as the director of the steelworkers’ union before he went on the court.  
And Byron White in Dener when I attended with a staff member of the law firm of 
Arnold & Porter.  My boss here in Portland, he was the Nikoloric of Davidson & 
Nikoloric, had worked for them, and he continued on that case after he moved to 
Portland, and I went as his secretary in the theater anti-trust case that was going 
on in the Broadway theater in Dener.  We worked behind the screen in preparing 
for the trial, which was postponed the week before the date because the son of 
the father-son owners got the mumps which his kids had brought home from 
school.  So, it was postponed to January, and I didn’t get to go back.  But it was 
very interesting.  The film that was showing was FlyingTigers, John Wayne.  Was 
there a film called that? !

GK: I think there was.  Sounds like a John Wayne title. !
Helen So, then, in Oregon–no, Oregon’s Hans Linde, who is an Oregon Supreme Court 

Justice.  He was the legislative assistant to Senator Neuberger for whom I worked 
when I went back on his staff. !

GK: So, did you know him in Washington? !
Helen Yeah, he was my boss.  And then I ran into him again in Oregon when I was active 

in Common Cause, which I joined the year after I returned from Washington, a 
lobby group for legislative issues, nonpartisan supposedly.   !

GK: Right. !
Helen And that’s my Supreme Court experience. !
GK: That’s quite a bit of experience.  Was it interesting and kind of fun to read the 

news and realize that you had worked with some of these people who are in the 
papers every day? !

Helen Oh, yes, it’s very interesting.  I can imagine what’s going on behind the scenes 
when things happen that make the news.   Did I tell you about being invited to the 
annual meeting of the National Cultural Center, which became the Center for 
Performing Arts? !

GK: No, I don’t think so. !
Helen Well, we had supplied varied services since it started, and I was invited to take the 

minutes of the annual meeting at which President Kennedy would speak at 250 
words a minute.  I respectfully declined because I knew that my shorthand 
couldn’t do that, and then he brought a court reporter from the White House.  I 
never again said ”no” when asked to do something if it was legal, moral and 
interesting.  The National Cultural Center was renamed the Kennedy Center for 
Performing Arts after his death, and I never got to attend a single performance 
before leaving DC.  And I’ve always regretted that.  I would have loved to have 



attended at least one performance.  And then, hmm, I’m running out of things to 
talk about. [Laughter] I told you about the Everglades, writing one letter to the 
White House that saved the Everglades.   !

GK: Were they any smaller hobbies that you had while–? !
Helen I knit a lot.  I was knitting baby blankets which–.  People are always having 

babies.  I would sell them, and I would raffle them off, and I would give them to all 
my friends that had babies.  At Susan’s reading at Powell’s Bookstore on 
Hawthorne, a little girl who is now about–well, let’s see, she was born in ’06, so 
she’s five.  While Susan was reading, she drew that picture [of Strawberry, posted 
on the refriegerator in the kitchen] to say thank you for the baby blanket that I 
gave her when she was born.  Her father is the assistant editor of the Labor 
Press, and I dealt with him over the phone.  And then at the retreat of the 
feminism group, I took a group of baby blankets that I had, and I remember Betty 
Roberts who was on the Supreme Court on whose campaign I worked on one 
time was included in the group.  She made a contribution to the group and got one 
of the baby blankets.  These were grandmothers mostly.  And then another young 
woman from Salem that had a newborn that she brought with her without any 
wrap at all.  The poor little kid was so cold.  I gave them one.  She wrote the 
nicest thank you note and sent me a picture of him and the blanket when they got 
home.  And then somebody else took their baby to Alaska, and told me how much 
they appreciated the blanket.  So, it’s the way to make friends and influence 
people.   !

GK: You never know who’s gonna need one. !
Helen That’s right.   !
GK: I was curious to know, I had seen that you had written poetry throughout your–. !
Helen Not all the time. !
GK: Not all the time.  I was wondering if you did it more as a hobby or more of as an 

outlet. !
Helen An outlet, just when the inspiration hit me.   !
GK: Do you continue to write poetry? !
Helen No, I haven’t lately.  I could.  You’re providing me with an idea.  There are women 

here [at Russellville Park, a retirement community at 103rd and East Burnside] 
who write poetry.  There isn’t an organized group.  There was a writers’ club that 
turned into a club after the workshop–our instructor, she volunteered to hold a 
workshop on writing memoirs, and several people–seven, eight or nine people–at 
different times showed up.  One woman was writing the story of her trips each 
summer with her grandchildren.  She had several children who lived in the 



Northwest, and in the summertime she would take the grandchildren on a road trip 
somewhere in the Northwest.  They would plan it, and she had pictures to go 
along with the text, and she presented these books to her children at 
Christmastime last year.  As she completed a chapter, she would read it for us to 
comment on.  Another woman wrote about different subjects, and I didn’t 
contribute anything current because I just couldn’t get my act together, and when 
you’re trying to write you just have to write and write and write.  Like I did two 
hours this morning.  Just sat down and wrote.  I knew I had to do that to get them 
all collected. !

GK: Have you enjoyed living here? !
Helen Oh, yes, yes.  This is a very comfortable situation for me.   !
GK: And this is just, for the record, the Riverside–?  What is this place called? !
Helen Oh, Russellville Park.  It started out as the Courtyard at Russellville, and then they 

hired a new management company and changed the name.  As a matter of fact, 
this is Russellville Park East, and only year–well, it’s been two years now–it has 
the building across the street, which is Russellville Park West.  It’s an assisted 
living facility with 17 units identified as memory care for Alzheimer patients.  They 
have around the clock caregiving service available to the assisted living people.  
They supply their own furniture, but there’s someone on hand and also a person 
who provides the medication, they have one or two medication nurses, I don’t 
know.  And it’s about, well, at one point recently we were 60 percent full of there, 
which was pretty good for a new facility in a recession at the time.  The units 
themselves are a little smaller than here because many of the people don’t cook 
for themselves at all or grocery shop.  There are more activities here than any 
other retirement facility in the area, I’m sure.  We have one woman that came 
from Indiana, she sits beside me at Bingo.  She has panic attics and can’t live by 
herself.  Everyone is very concerned when somebody falls or is injured, and the 
staff is restricted from discussing any illness at all because of the privacy 
regulation, so it’s all word of mouth.  But it’s a subject of concern to people who 
have their own problems. 

GK: And they’re friends, I imagine. !
Helen Oh, yes, yes.  Right now my next door neighbor on that side died suddenly about 

three weeks ago, and the lady on my left went into an adult care home because of 
respiratory problems, 50 percent lung function.  There are two more–my friend 
Lois with whom I went to Hawaii was home or has been in a round circle of varied 
illnesses, and the last one caused her to move to the assisted living, where she 
fell and thought that her hip was broken.  Fortunately it was not.    She has now 
moved into the same skilled nursing facility that she was in before she moved 
here, in and out.  This happens as you get older and you have to plan for the 
possibility in terms of long term care, insurance problems, something to think 
about. !



GK: Overall your experience here has been–. !
Helen It’s been very good.  Well, I’ve had my own illness problems.  Let’s see.  I 

belonged to Cascade 205 [a fitness facility] for almost 15 years until recently when 
I acquired a bladder problem, which is very common in older people.  And then I 
have respiratory problems.  But they’re better.  I went from borderline oxygen–I do 
use oxygen at night, but my oxygen is up to 95 out of 100 percent, whereas 
before it was 87-89 if you’re aware of the scale.  I’m informing you.  You’re 
learning something.   !

GK: Well, thank you. !
Helen You’re welcome.   !
GK: You had mentioned– !
Helen Having grown up in the Depression when our chief form of recreation or relaxation 

was having picnics in the park, locally or regionally, we traveled to places in 
Washington and Oregon, taking our own foods, usually a hot dish.  We had 
friends that had a car, we would share the gas and they would share the food, and 
we visited places like Silver Creek Falls, now called Silver Falls, are you familiar 
with that? !

GK: Yes, I am. !
Helen  And Gifford Pinchot National Forest?  And all the beach facilities.  A trip around  
Mount  Hood  Where else?  Fishing.   !
GK: Is that something you would do a lot? !
Helen I had a neighbor friend whose father had a 5-horsepower boat, and we went 

fishing at Lake Tahkenitch.  I was 12 or 13.  Until a gyppo logger cleared out our 
favorite picnic spot, which never was the same.  But anyplace in Oregon and 
Washington is much better than picnic facilities in the East, let me say.  The first 
picnic was on the Potomac banks near Harper’s Ferry, Maryland, with wall-to-wall 
people, and a port-a-potty right next to the river.  I was stunned.  While there were 
trees, but it wasn’t like our forests.  If you’re used to forests, there is nothing like 
our greenery.  The second picnic was a carpool to Annapolis, Maryland, where we 
toured and I visited the crypt of John Paul Jones in the basement of a church.  It 
had a fenced area for the people, which again were wall to wall, we just stepped 
over each other, but it did have a real calliope which I had never seen or heard 
before, and a tanker truck of beer that had a spigot, and you put your cup under 
the spigot under the tanker truck.  It wasn’t like any picnic I’d ever had.  And then 
with Jill and her four kids we spread our picnic out on the rocks by the Potomac 
right there in Virginia.  A very difficult picnic situation.  But that’s where we hiked 
into and out of, and I never went on another picnic. !



GK: That was the end, huh? [Laughter] !
Note:  The interview ended with some comments about Helen’s current family situation, 
and a promise between Greg and Helen to meet again for lunch soon. !
Helen So, does that answer all your questions?  I’ll repeat that.  We only yesterday had 

a family conference with three people, my nephew, who is recently retired from 
TriMet, and one of his two daughters who with her sister has signed a lease on a 
new apartment.  The other daughter– !

END !


