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BIOGRAPHICAL SUMMARY 

PERSONAL HISTORY: 

Full Name: Alice Greenfield McGrath 

Born: April 5, 1917, Calgary, Alberta, Canada. 

Education: Los Angeles City College; Ventura 
College. 

Spouses: Max Schechter, 1938, two children; 
Thomas McGrath, 1951; Bruce Tegner, 1967. 

Business: Partner, Bruce Tegner School of Self 
Defense. 

PROFESSIONAL HISTORY: 

Antidiscrimination activist. 

Sales representative for Grove Press books. 

Teacher of self-defense and assault prevention, 
1961-present. Writer, lecturer, and teacher 
trainer in self-defense, assault prevention, and 
women's health and safety concerns. Conductor of 
self-defense workshops. Consultant to 
Encyclopedia Americana on martial arts. 

Consultant to Luis Valdez for the play Zoot Suit, 
1978, and the motion picture adaptation of the 
play, 1981. 

POLITICAL AFFILIATIONS: 

Communist Party, United States of America, 1938-
58. 

Volunteer, Congress of Industrial Organizations 
(CIO), antidiscrimination committee. 

Executive secretary, Sleepy Lagoon Defense 
Committee. 

Organizer, Chavez Ravine public transporation 
campaign. 

Delegations coordinator, Office of the Americas. 
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PUBLICATIONS: 

AWARD: 

1960 Self-Defense for Women: A Simple Method 
(revised 1966, 1974) 

1967 Self-Defense for Girls: A Secondary School 
and College Manual 

1972 Self-Defense for Girls and Women: A 
Physical Education Course 

1973 Self-Defense for Cowards: A Guide to Non
Combative Action for the Rational, 
Resourceful Man 

1976 Self-Defense for Your Child 

1977 Self-Defense and Assault Prevention for 
Girls and Women 

1981 Solo Forms of Karate, Tai Chi, Akido, and 
Kung Fu 

1983 The Survival Book 

Awarded a lifetime California community colleges 
teaching credential for eminence in the field of 
martial arts, 1973. 
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INTERVIEW HISTORY 

INTERVIEWER: 

Michael s. Balter, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History 
Program. B.A., Biology, San Jose State University; M.A., 
Biology, UCLA. 

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW: 

Place: McGrath's home, Ventura, California. 

Dates: December 27, 28, 1984; January 20, 21, February 8, 
9, March 16, 30, 31, 1985. 

Time of da y , leng th of sessions, and total number of hours 
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conversation was recorded. 

Persons present during interview: McGrath and Balter. 

CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW: 

Balter prepared for the interview by examining Collection 
107 in the UCLA Library, Department of Special 
Collections. This collection include s papers on the 
Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee, McGrath's personal papers 
including her FBI file, and various secondary sources on 

•, the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee. 

The interview began with a brief discussion of McGrath's 
family and their immigration to the United States. 
McGrath then discussed her life as a political activist in 
a chronological fashion, with primary emphasis put on her 
involvement in the Sleepy Lagoon murder trial. This is 
followed by a discussion of McGrath's career as a teacher 
of self-defense and coauthor of several books on self
defense. 

During the course of the interview, McGrath came upon 
subjects which she was reluctant to discuss in a document 
open to the public. Balter made a notation of these 
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TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE 

DECEMBER 27, 1984 

BALTER: This is side one of tape one of the oral history 

of Alice Greenfield McGrath. The date is December 27, 

1984. The interviewer is Michael Balter and the interview 

is taking place at Ms. McGrath's home. 

McGRATH: Not "Ms. " 

BALTER: Mrs. McGrath? 

McGRATH: No, just Alice McGrath. 

BALTER: Okay. Alice McGrath's home. 

McGRATH: [energetically exaggerating the word] I hate 

"Msssss." 

BALTER: Alice McGrath's home in beautiful Ventura, 

California. Alice, let's begin at the beginning. Tell me 

when and where you were born and something about your 

parents and your brothers, sisters, and so forth. 

McGRATH: I was born in Canada--Calgary, Alberta, Canada-

on April 5, 1917. I have two sisters, no brothers. My 

parents were immigrants from Russia. My father came over 

in about 1910. I don't know the exact date. My father 

came over with his brother-in-law, and my mother and her 

sister followed soon after. My older sister was born in 

Calgary in, let's see, three years before I was. So she 

was born in 1914 and I was born in 1917 and my younger 

sister was born in 1918. We lived in Calgary until I was 
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five. I don't have much of a memory of Calgary or Canada, 

except the weather and of being reluctant to leave. Even 

at five, I didn't want to move. I didn't want to leave 

home, which I think is so odd, five years old and I was 

just terribly reluctant to make a move. 

My father had followed a number of Russian Jews who 

had come from his part of the country all the way to 

western Canada for free land. Many of them became farmers, 

and their descendants are still there in Calgary, which has 

a significant Jewish community, some of whom are in third

generation farming. But my father and his brother-in-law, 

after getting what I suspect would be the equivalent of 

temporary relief, you know, a welfare kind of thing, when 

they first arrived, managed to scrape up some money and 

open a little confectionary store and they operated this 

little confectionary store. Instead of "Mom and Pop," it 

was a brother-in-law thing. When we came here when I was 

five, they did the same thing until I was, I think, in high 

school. My father and his brother-in-law always had a very 

small grocery store. This is in the days before 

supermarkets, so two people working very hard could squeeze 

out a living for two families in a small store. 

We came from Canada to Los Angeles by way of the Mayo 

Clinic, and this has some bearing on something that 

happened much later in the fifties, when "la Migra" 
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[Immigration and Naturalization Service] was trying to 

convince me that I ought to register as an alien because I 

wasn't a citizen. We came through by way of Mayo Brothers' 

clinic because my mother had goiter and she was stopping 

there to have surgery. Then my father took three little 

girls, age four, five, and eight, on the train to Los 

Angeles. The number of journeys that my father took are so 

amazing to me, starting with leaving a small town in 

Russia, corning all the way across the ocean, and then all 

the way across the continent. Having lived in Canada for 

five, maybe almost ten years, and then deciding that they 

were going to come to a better clirnate--first to a better 

world, then to a better climate--picking up and taking the 

f arnily again on this long journey from Calgary to Los 

Angeles. We lived in what is now downtown Los Angeles in 

an apartment called the Edgerly Apartments, which would be 

close to-- I think it was on Grand Avenue and about Ninth 

[Street]. That's right smack downtown Los Angeles now, but 

at the time, Los Angeles, downtown area, was much smaller 

and those were all residential apartment houses. 

BALTER: Now, Alice, before we get too far into your 

experiences in Los Angeles, I want to back you up a little 

bit, back to Calgary, and ask you some things. First of 

all, for the record, can you tell me the full name of both 

of your parents and of your sisters? [tape recorder off] 
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Now we're going to use an FBI document from your FBI files, 

which doesn't look like it has a date on it. 

McGRATH: It doesn't have a date. 

BALTER: Okay. But we're going to use this to help get 

your grandparents' and your parents' names and dates of 

birth and so on. So why don't you go ahead and pull out of 

there what--

McGRATH: My father came to the United States from Calgary 

on September 18, 1922, under the name Boris Greenfield. 

Actually, he entered Canada under the name Boris Greenfield 

too, though his name was Kosachkov. His father was Aaron 

Kosachkov and his mother was Miriam Greenfield, so he took 

his mother's name, having been told that Greenfield was an 

easier name for English-speaking people. It says here that 

he was born--now this must have come off of his application 

for citizenship of the United States--it says he was born 

March 7, 1887, at Krasnapoli, Russia. I think Krasnapoli 

is misspelled, because I know that they misspell whe c e my 

mother, who was Kosakevich, Bertha Kosakevich, was born, in 

Klintzi, and there's no date. Oh, there does: they say 

she was born in 1885. So she was two years older than my 

father. 

BALTER: Did your parents emigrate together from Russia? 

McGRATH: Well, I didn't think that they did. It doesn't 

show here, because my mother never became a citizen, so she 
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didn't ever have to say when she arrived. But it was my 

understanding that my father and his brother-in-law came a 

little bit earlier than my mother and her sister, you know, 

the two sisters who were married to the men who came over 

earlier. 

BALTER: Then your parents met in Calgary? 

McGRATH: No, no, no. They were married in Russia in 1908, 

but a couple of years later, they came over. Now my 

mother, I know, was born in Klintzi. In the FBI file, they 

spelled K-1-i-n-t-z-s, which is wrong. They were married 

in Klintzi, it says, on May 28, 1908. They probably had to 
l . 

establish proof of this in some way, letters or the 

evidence of people who had been there, which wasn't too 

difficult, because in Calgary there would have been people 

here at the time in the United States. This is all for his 

naturalization papers, okay. 

So in 1922 my father came to the United States via 

Eastport, Idaho. The reason they came via Eastport, Idaho 

is that they were on their way to the Mayo Clinic for 

surgery for my mother. 

He had become a Canadian citizen before he came 

here. He became a Canadian citizen very quickly. 

I have two sisters, no brothers. My older sister, 

who's three years older than I am, was named Minnie, but 

loathed the name and as soon as she was old enough, I can't 
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remember when that was, took the name of Frances. She's 

used the name Frances ever since. My younger sister was 

named Clara and was called Clara until-- I don't remember 

when she changed it to Claire, has always been known as 

Claire. I was called Alice. [laughter] 

BALTER: And you're still Alice. 

McGRATH: And I'm still Alice. I was the middle 

daughter. 

BALTER: Now you said that your parents came to Calgary on 

the promise of free land? 

McGRATH: No, many did. Those who preceded them came. 

BALTER: Okay. This does get a little confusing. 

McGRATH: It does. All right, a few years before my father 

came with his brother, apparently, word had come to the 

little village of Klintzi that there was free land in 

western Canada. Now Klintzi was hundreds of miles away 

from the nearest railroad, and then, of course, you know 

how far Russia is away from western Canada. So that means 

that word of free land traveled halfway around the world. 

I can easily understand how the people . who followed came, 

but what just seems remarkable is how the first few people 

heard about it. 

My father, when I talked to him about it, answered 

very matter-of-factly. I said, - "Why did the people from 

that part of Russia, for whom it was an incredibly long 
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trip, incredibly long, and they were all poor"--I don't 

mean they were penniless, but they were poor--"to make that 

long, long trip. Why not stop on, say, on the eastern 

border, where so many immigrants came?" He said, "Well, we 

heard there was free land." "They heard," not "we": 

heard there was free land." 

"They 

Well, he seemed to think that that was a rather 

ordinary thing, and in thinking about it, I realize, well, 

all it takes is one person to have made that trip, one 

person. It might have taken that one person several years 

to wander across the whole country and find this thing and 

then send word back. Well, once the word gets back and a 

few other people try it, and that becomes the nucleus of a 

settlement. Because once you have two or three people who 

have come from very far away, other people who have come 

from very far away would rather go a long distance to be 

with somebody they know than go a much shorter distance to 

be among strangers or in an environment where they don't 

know anybody at all. 

So the first people came for the free land. The 

people who came after came for all the reasons that 

immigrants, especially Jews and poor people, left eastern 

Europe. You know, the gold and the land, the land of 

opportunity. And it was, it was. Because even though he 

and my uncle set up very small shopkeeping, it was a thing 
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they wouldn't have been permitted to do, wouldn't have had 

the opportunity to do. We had a modestly comfortable life, 

which would have been luxurious by his previous 

standards. 

BALTER: Did it turn out that--or if you know or if your 

parents talked to you about this--did it turn out that the 

promise of free land was, in fact, true? 

McGRATH: Oh, yes. Oh, absolutely. There is still in 

Calgary, there are farmers who are the third generation now 

of people who'd come from Russia--which was not yet the 

Soviet Union--for free land, which Jews, of course, were 

not-- Jews weren't even allowed to own land. Even if they 

had the money, they weren't allowed to own land. They had 

to be terribly, terribly, terribly rich in order to buy 

certain privileges. 

BALTER: You're talking about in Russia now? 

McGRATH: In Russia. 

BALTER: Did you ever meet your grandparents on either 

side? 

McGRATH: No, never met them, and I now even no longer have 

pictures of them. I remember having as a child seen 

pictures of my relatives. I don't know what's happened to 

them. Remind me to ask my sister Claire who might have 

some of those. But no, I never met them. The only 

relative that I ever met in my whole life who was a true 

relative was my aunt, my mother's sister. 
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BALTER: Did your parents talk to you, do you remember, 

about their experiences in Russia, particularly as Jews in 

Russia? 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: What did they tell you? 

McGRATH: My mother told me a lot of stories when we asked 

her when we were children. We wanted to hear stories about 

her childhood. It was only a few years ago, literally a 

few years ago, that I heard -some of the stories from my 

father, which puzzled me until I realized that, of course, 

when we were little kids, he was off to work early and back 

home late and no time for telling stories to kids. But my 

mother told us that her first recollected memory was of 

hiding under the bed because there was a pogrom. 

She lived in a small town. I don't know if this is 

established elsewhere, but I think in terms of my own 

parents, it would be useful to recall that in Russia, as 

elsewhere in Europe, there wasn't just one kind of Jewish 

settlement or ghetto. There were any number of variations 

on the theme of how Jews lived, from the shtetl, which was 

all Jewish, to the ghetto, which would be a Jewish 

settlement in a city or town, to variations of that, I 

suppose. But the most curious one that I'd ever heard of I 

only heard of recently when I was taping my father, who 

lived in a town where, by law, only one Jewish family could 
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live. I'd never heard of that variation. It was a lumber 

town, and the reason that a Jewish family was allowed to 

live in it at all was because there was a huge landowner, 

there were the peasants who did the work and were totally 

illiterate, and the Jewish family which kept records. It 

wasn't my father's mother and father who did that, it was 

his grandparents. And his grandfather was elected to teach 

him [Alice's father] to read and write and give him 

religious instruction. 

So my father, from the time, I guess, he was six or 

seven till he was fifteen, lived in this little village 

where they were the only Jewish family. They were treated 

very well. He said he really wasn't aware of anti

semitism; he wasn't even aware of the rule. He knew they 

were the only Jewish family there, but he didn't know 

why. Far from being discriminated against, they were 

~ looked up to. It was a very strange situation. He said he 

really didn't become aware of anti-Semitism until he left 

that little village and went back to live with his parents 

and then learned, sort of from the outside, what were the 

circumstances of having lived in that village. 

My mother, on the other hand, said that, for the most 

part, they lived comfortably. I think that they weren't 

people of means, but they weren't poor people. I gathered 

that my father's family was more poor than my mother's. 
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But they were some sort of small-time merchants. I don't 

know what they did. My mother's family--I guess maybe this 

is how they met--were lumber brokers and had lived fairly 

comfortably. When I see pictures of how they dressed, it 

was fashionable. She says that they were only 

intermittently aware of being ghettoized and intermittently 

aware that on a Saturday night the muzhiks would get drunk 

and play "let's find Jews and scare them or kill them" or 

whatever it was, didn't make much difference. 

My father learned to read and write in Russian and 

Yiddish. My mother could read and write Yiddish. They 

both spoke Russian, but it was their private language, so 

we never learned any Russian at all. My father, when he 

came here, quickly learned to read and write English. My 

mother never really became literate in English. I mean, 

she could read a newspaper, but by putting her finger under 

the words. She had to figure out word by word, and she 

could read that way. But she would read Yiddish stories 

and sang Yiddish songs to us and would tell us stories. 

BALTER: How much Yiddish did you learn as a girl? 

McGRATH: Well, my first language was Yiddish, and I went 

out onto the street, as a child, not realizing that I was 

speaking English-Yiddish and confusing words and having an 

accent. My accent remained, according to my schoolmates, 

in high school; the last of my Jewish accent was remarked 
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upon in high school. I was still saying ''ni-uhn" instead 

of "nine," and I said ''Ehnglish." Well, that's the 

reasonable way to say that word, if you look at it. But I 

remember as a very young child being corrected, not 

unkindly, but being told that I was using a Yiddish word 

when I thought I was using an English word. 

But I did very well in school right from the 

beginning. I was the only one who did. My two sisters 

disappointed my family in tnat regard by not finishing high 

school, for instance, which is an extraordinary, 

extraordinary thing for a Jewish family in that period, 

whose expectation of their children was not only that they 

would finish high school but--except for the fact that this 

was in the very, very worst of the Depression--they would 

do anything to encourage children to go onto college, 

though not girls as much as boys. But, still, not to have 

finished high school was considered on the verge of 

delinquent at that period. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: Now are either of your parents still alive? 

McGRATH: No, my mother died in 1946, and my father died a 

few years ago. He was just over ninety. 

BALTER: You mentioned that you recently did some tapings 

with your father. 

McGRATH: I did a very short taping. It occurred to me 

that I hadn't really asked my father things about himself; 
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we hadn't talked the way I had talked with my mother. But 

I made the mistake of thinking that we could do it in 

Yiddish. I have a brief piece of that tape which I'll let 

you hear or l~t you have. The problem was, although I 

retain a passive acquaintance with the language--I can 

understand everything in Yiddish--not having spoken it for 

so many years, I had to keep turning the tape off and 

asking him for a word. So to get ten minutes of tape took 

us about an hour. It was hard work. I regret now that I 

didn't go back and do it in English. Because I thought I 

was going to have a record of my father speaking of himself 

in his native tongue. It just didn't work out. But I do 

have about, I think I have about ten or fifteen minutes. 

BALTER: Ten or fifteen minutes--

McGRATH: Of tape with him. 

BALTER: And you have that tape if somebody wanted to hear 

it? 

McGRATH: Yes, I do. 

BALTER: Either from that taping or from other memories 

that you have, what do you know or recall about your 

experiences? You left Calgary when you were about five 

you said. What do you remember about life in Calgary while 

you were still there, before you came to California? 

McGRATH: Very little. Very little. I remember the 

weather, I remember snow. I remember reluctance to 
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leave. That strikes me as strange that a five year old 

would have that much attachment to place. But I recall 

coming here and wishing, wishing on the first star, 

whatever, saying, "Star light, star bright, first star I 

see tonight, I wish I may, I wish I might have the wish I 

wish tonight: I wish I lived in Canada." 

BALTER: After you came to California, did you miss Canada 

for some time? 

McGRATH: Apparently I did. Apparently I did. 

BALTER: Do you remember, did your father tell you some 

things, or your mother for that matter, about the Jewish 

community in Calgary? How large was it? Do you 

remember? 

McGRATH: The Jewish community in Calgary I don't know 

about. I know that they had some distant relatives. No 

relatives close enough for me to ever remember having 

visited, except, as I said earlier, my mother's sister. 

The two sisters were very close and not only immigrated to 

Canada together but then emigrated again from Canada to Los 

Angeles. Not exactly at the same time, but my aunt and her 

husband came first and then our family came later. I 

really don't know anything about the Jewish community, 

except that it was sizable and stable · and is still there. 

BALTER: Why don't we pick up the narrative again with your 

coming to the United States? You started to talk about the 
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Mayo Clinic and how that figured into your family coming to 

the U.S. 

McGRATH: Oh, well, my mother had goiter, which I guess is 

hyper-thyroidism, and she always had diabetes and went to 

Mayo Clinic for surgery. Then my father brought three 

little girls on the train to Los Angeles, an act of heroism 

I now realize. 

BALTER: I'm missing something about the sort of sequence 

of events here at the point that your mother went to the 

Mayo Clinic. 

McGRATH: We left her there. My mother stayed at the Mayo 

Clinic for her surgery and recovery. My father traveled 

with three little girls and a sick wife, took her to the 

Mayo Clinic and then left her there and brought us to Los 

Angeles. 

BALTER: So the decision had already been made to move to 

Los Angeles? 

McGRATH: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. This was just being done on 

the way. My aunt was already established here. We lived 

in the same apartment house as my aunt, at the Edgerly 

Apartments. But my aunt was really taking care of us. We 

lived in this apartment with my father, and then soon 

after, I'm sure it was only a matter of weeks, my mother 

arrived. Although I don't have any memory of her not being 

well enough to take care of her-- I'm sure she wouldn't 
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have been to able to manage three little girls without my 

aunt's help. 

So that was the beginning of Los Angeles. There, for 

the next few years--I can't give you the chronology of it-

but we lived in Los Angeles and then we lived in Long Beach 

and then we lived in Compton and then we moved back to Los 

Angeles. So I went to school all these various places. 

When we moved back to Los Angeles, I was in seventh 

grade. So in the period from five-- Let's see, five, I 

wouldn't have been going to school, maybe, or six. Isn't 

six, first grade? Because I don't remember kindergarten. 

I don't think we had kindergarten. So six, I would have 

started school, and by the seventh grade, we'd been living 

in Los Angeles, Long Beach, Compton, back to Los Angeles 

for the seventh grade, where I started going to George 

Washington High School, which was then a junior high/high 

combined. 

It was in the middle of a big field. It was so 

undeveloped then that we walked, I think we walked a couple 

of miles across bare fields to get to what is now about 

!12th [Street] and-- It's called Decker Street, between 

Western Avenue and Vermont [Avenue], and is now, I think, 

one hundred percent black and, at that time, was one 

hundred percent working, lower middle-class, lumpen, 

unemployed white. I only recall one other Jewish person 
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besides my sisters went there for a while. I don't recall 

any blacks, and we could look into my yearbook, which I 

still have, to see if there was an Asian. I think there 

may have been an Asian. There certainly weren't any black 

teachers. 

I went through Washington from the seventh to the 

twelfth grade, even though at the beginning of the twelfth 

grade, or at the end of the eleventh, we moved to Thirty

ninth [Street] and Western ~Avenue], near Thirty-ninth and 

Western. But I had such an attachment to Washington High 

School, and, besides, I was miserably socially inept and 

the idea of starting a new school in twelfth grade was more 

than I could bear. So even though we lived at Thirty-ninth 

Street, I went to 112th Street and finished at Washington 

High. 

BALTER: Now during this period of time, well, especially, 

say, starting with when you first moved to Los Angeles from 

Calgary, what type of work did your parents do? 

McGRATH: Always my father and his brother-in-law had a 

little store, a little grocery store. 

BALTER: Did they have a different one in Long Beach, in 

Compton? They would sell one--

McGRATH: Yes, right. Right. I have no idea why that 

happened. Just didn't even think to ask. The last one 

that I knew of, we were then living on Thirty-ninth and 
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Western. I don't know if my uncle was still alive then. 

Oh, he must have been. Sure, of course. On Third [Street] 

and Alvarado [Street], there was a little store there. 

This time it was a big enough store that all my father had 

of it-- Now, I don't remember my uncle being there at 

all. All my father had of it was the vegetable stand. 

Somebody else owned the butcher concession and somebody 

else had the groceries. One summer when I was in high 

school, I got up at like three o'clock in the morning with 

him, and I would go down to the wholesale market while he 

got the fruits and vegetables and then go to the store with 

him and help him set up and work with him. I was daddy's 

girl, there's no question about that. I was the only one 

who would bother to do something like that. 

BALTER: By the way, since he figures a lot in these early 

days especially, what was your uncle's name? 

McGRATH: Hilyeh, and we never heard an American equivalent 

for it. My aunt's name was Bella, and their last name was 

Bercov. 

BALTER: Did they live in a separate house? You didn't all 

live together? 

McGRATH: No, we didn't all live together, but we often 

lived close by. At the time that we lived near Thirty

ninth and Western--it wasn't just exactly on Thirty-ninth 

Street, but at the time we lived near Thirty-ninth and 
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Western--we only lived about three blocks from my aunt's 

house. Later on, after we were grown, my father and 

mother-- All of us had left home; Frances, Claire, and I 

weren't home anymore. My father and mother lived in like 

an apartment that my aunt and uncle owned. See, they 

didn't have any children, so whatever little money they 

made, they were much better off than we were. Somebody who 

has three little kids to bring up doesn't have the same 

amount of money as somebody who has the same amount of 

money but doesn't have any kids. So they didn't have 

children. 

BALTER: Are they still alive, either one of them? 

McGRATH: No. My aunt died before my mother, and my uncle 

died before that of a lingering cancer. 

BALTER: Now you've talked a little bit about going to 

school, especially George Washington, where you went both 

junior high and high school years. Were there very many 

other Jews there and what do you remember about life as a 

schoolgirl and then schoolwoman? 

McGRATH: Well, going back to Compton, and Compton was the 

first time I had an intense, intense perception of being 

the "other." I didn't know what it was, but I knew that I 

wasn't one of them, even though I didn't know what "them" 

was. I knew that. The word "Jew" was infrequently used. 

Although, in Compton, in grammar school, I do remember once 

hearing the phrase "dirty Jew." 
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BALTER: Was it used against you or somebody else? 

McGRATH: I don't know. I just remember hearing it and 

being quite shocked at it. That's all I remember then, 

that I was rather strikingly impressed with my otherness, 

without being able to give a name to it. 

By the time I had got to George Washington--now, you 

see, that's almost five years that I went through the 

period of there--! did not encounter overt anti-Semitism, 

or at least not rude or vulgar anti-Semitism, but I became 

more and more aware that people would avoid saying the word 

"Jew." It's as though you couldn't say, "She's a Jew," and 

didn't know how to say, "Are you Jewish?" The difference 

between being uncomfortable about what-- Perhaps they were 

more comfortable about what I was even than they were 

[sic]. But I was beginning to know about prejudice, 

reading about it, hearing about it. I was very lucky in 

having a few teachers in high school who talked about these 

things. 

What I think was both an impediment and maybe a 

tremendous help to me in not identifying myself with 

prejudice as a personal thing, which many people do, 

understandably, is that, as a Jew, I didn't have either the 

prison or the refuge of the all-Jewish community. I view 

any ghetto as both a prison and a refuge. People come home 

to it where they are comfortable, more or less. I mean, I 
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think it's less a refuge now than it used to be, but 

certainly in many ways-- I won't try to speculate about 

other people. I'll just say that for the people I knew who 

grew up in a Jewish community, they felt very comfortable 

at home. There wasn't any place that I really felt 

comfortable. I don't mean that I wasn't comfortable in my 

own home, but I never had a community. And then I didn't 

have relatives, except my aunt. So there was never the 

feeling of belonging to a group of people where I was, you 

know, we were "us." There was never an "us." For me, it 

was always a "them," no matter where I was. 

So it wasn't very difficult for me, even as early as 

high school, to begin to identify, not prejudice as 

something against Jews that would only occupy my mind in 

the sense that-- But prejudice and discrimination I 

approached with a little more distance from it and felt 

that-- I was beginning to understand, though I couldn't 

articulate it and didn't have a theory for it, didn't have 

a history for it, nobody taught us the history of 

discrimination. So I was beginning to recognize the 

pattern of discrimination as being against "the others," of 

whom I was mysteriously a part. 

BALTER: What type of religious training was there in your 

f arnily? 

McGRATH: None. 
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BALTER: Nobody went to temple or--? 

McGRATH: No. We had no religious upbringing at all. My 

mother maintained vestiges of religious practice, but just 

vestiges. On Friday evening she would quietly go into a 

corner, but this is very unobtrusive. Do you know what the 

expression bench lichten means? 

BALTER: No, that one I never got. 

McGRATH: Well, okay, all right. That's very Jewish. She 

would light the candles and make a very short prayer, and 

that was it. Then the candles stayed lit for I don't know 

how long. But it was such a modest and private, dignified 

little ceremony. It was so small. It was as though she 

was doing what she wanted to do, didn't impose it, didn't 

hide it. No comment was made on it. You know, "Mama, 

would bench lichten on Friday night," and that was it. 

My father, on the other hand, though he was, I think, 

one of the most tolerant of men--so was my mother, by the 

way--but he felt that religion was imposed on everybody, 

that nobody chooses religion. You were whatever religion 

they happened to decide you were when you were born. He 

felt that it wasn't fair, and if we wanted to be religious, 

we were just going to have to make it on our own to that 

point of view. 

But he had a reason for that. When he lived in this 

little town where only one Jew was allowed, all he learned 
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was reading and writing and computing. But he went back 

home to live with his own parents for a few years, I 

guess. I don't know what he did. There was a woman, a 

Gentile woman in that town, who thought he was a smart boy 

and was going to sponsor him to go to school. Now Jews 

were not allowed to go to school without a sponsor, without 

somebody intervening. His father wouldn't let him because 

he was going to come in contact with Gentiles, which his 

father didn't want. So my father felt that he had been 

denied the great-- Well, he hadn't achieved what he wanted 

in life, which was to learn, and his first act on leaving 

home, when he was far enough away from home, was to eat 

pork, to eat ham. 

BALTER: Did you have pork and ham in the house, then, when 

you--? 

McGRATH: Yes. Actually, for the rest of his life, ham was 

his very favorite food. He loved ham. My mother, on the 

other hand, said that she tried to eat it, but she had been 

so indoctrinated with pork and ham being filth that-- She 

said she didn't have a religious objection to it, she just 

had kind of an emotional objection. She made it for us, 

but she would never eat it. But it was my father's 

favorite food. 
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TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE TWO 

DECEMBER 27, 1984 

BALTER: Alice, at the time that you were growing up, how 

would you characterize your parents' political views? 

McGRATH: I would consider them apolitical, except that 

they had what I think is an unusual degree of tolerance for 

dissent and that my mother and father, especially my 

mother--I didn't talk to my father as much--but especially 

my mother was aware of-- It wasn't just that she behaved in 

this way, but my mother was aware of discrimination and 

didn't like it. When I was in high school and after, when 

I began to bring acquaintances, you know, friends, home, I 

wasn't really thinking in terms of what our neighbors would 

think. We lived in this, what I would probably think was a 

fairly intolerant, in terms of color, race, and so on, 

neighborhood. Certainly not a single black or brown lived 

there. I was bringing Asian kids and black kids and 

Mexican kids home, and my mother was making her little 

Jewish dog biscuit cookies and serving them tea and being 

very cordial to them. Once, younger than that, I remember 

vividly somebody in our house using the word "nigger" and 

my mother saying, very gently but quite positively, "Oh, we 

don't use that word in our house. That's a word we don't 

use." 

BALTER: This was a visitor to the house? 
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McGRATH: A visitor, another child. And my mother just 

saying, "We don't use that word in our house." In 

retrospect, I think that was such a sophisticated way for 

her to handle it. Not scolding her, but still not ignoring 

the fact, commenting on it and instructing at the same 

time. I thought of my mother as a very unsophisticated, 

very provincial woman. She kept chickens and had an 

accent. The chickens thing, that always bothered me, 

because she kept chickens when you weren't supposed to keep 

chickens. People in the city didn't keep chickens, but for 

her you didn't have a household unless you had a few 

chickens in the backyard. So this village woman had also a 

sense of tact and yet of principle. It was very good. It 

was very good. I think of her very kindly and warmly and 

gratefully. 

BALTER: But you characterize your parents as apolitical in 

the sense of political issues--

McGRATH: Right. They really didn't comment on them. My 

father was certainly much too busy. It was not until the 

Depression really came crashing down on us that he had the 

leisure to be thinking about these things, and then he was 

so worried that I think mostly he just fretted and worried 

about it. He didn't belong to any political organization, 

and I don't think it would have have crossed his mind to 

join a political organization or be in any way, in any 
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organized way, political. I guess the most I could say is 

that they were perhaps progressive just in their general 

philosophical attitude, but not in any activities. 

BALTER: As I understand this period that we've been 

talking about--and I am going to ask you about the 

Depression and its effect in a moment--but the period we've 

been largely concerned with, the twenties, was a period 

where anticommunism, Red scares-- This is just shortly 

after the Palmer raids and so on. As a girl growing up in 

your family, did you have an awareness of this political 

ferment that was going on? 

McGRATH: No, no sense of that. No, no. But remember that 

since I was born in 1917 and it was around the time of the 

first war and the twenties the height of that was reached, 

even if there had been discussion of it, I don't think I 

would have been aware of it. By the time I was in high 

school, we're now into the thirties and the Depression has 

occurred. The whole Red scare thing I was only aware of in 

a kind of negative way. We hadn't recognized the existence 

of the Soviet Union, but I had a teacher in high school who 

suggested to us in high school that since the Soviet Union 

existed, [laughter] we ought to recognize its existence. 

That was just remarkable. Probably I was sixteen at the 

time. A slow bloomer, you know, a late bloomer. I want to 

tell you that because I know that a lot of kids start 

26 



thinking about these things when they're fourteen and 

fifteen. I was sixteen before I had the first glimmer of 

things being connected, the idea that all of these things 

that had concerned me in one way or another as separate 

things to be concerned about, there was a connection. 

There was a connection. 

BALTER: When you say that your teacher's comment about 

recognizing Russia was remarkable, are you thinking about 

how you perceived at the ti~e or now looking back on it? 

McGRATH: Oh, no, no, no. I perceived it then because it 

was such a startling idea. Nobody had ever said it. It 

was almost as though Russia wasn't recognized, period. 

There was nothing anybody could do, say: that's the way 

the world was. And here comes a man who says we should 

recognize them. Just so simple, so clear, so obvious that 

it was startling. 

BALTER: You mentioned something about the influence and 

experiences that you had with teachers in junior high and 

high school and so forth earlier. Do you remember the 

names of any of them? 

McGRATH: I remember very clearly. His name was Mr. [John 

F.] Clewe, spelled C-1-e-w-e and pronounced "Clayvee." 

BALTER: Was he someone that you had for a number of 

classes? 
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McGRATH: I had him for several classes and I was one of 

his best students. When he recognized--because I 

immediately drank in this astonishing information--when he 

recognized he had somebody who was going to listen to him, 

he lectured to me. He gave me instructive lectures, not 

scolding lectures, but instructive lectures, one of which 

scared the hell out of me because I didn't know what he was 

getting at. He started telling me about an evil, and this 

evil was so-- He went on and on about this evil. I 

thought, "Oh, god, what is it going to be?" Well, he was 

giving me a long lecture on the evils of tobacco. 

[laughter] 

BALTER: Did you smoke at that time? 

McGRATH: Not only did I [not] smoke, I wouldn't have 

thought of smoking. But what it sounded like really, 

because he didn't identify it, but it sounded like some of 

the more impassioned temperance speeches. This is what 

drives you crazy and spoils your health and distracts you 

from, and so on. All the time, I'm wondering, "What is 

this? What is this villainous thing that he's coming 

to?" It was tobacco. But he also explained to me the 

imperfections of the typewriter keyboard. He was in favor 

of phonetic spelling. Now he may have been somewhat of a 

Shavian. I didn't recognize it at the time. 

BALTER: A Shavian? 

28 



McGRATH: Shaw, you know. 

BALTER: You mean a follower of George Bernard Shaw? 

McGRATH: Of Shaw, sure. He also was interested in 

architecture as an environment in which to live rather than 

an ornament for the neighbors to look at. Now that was a 

new idea for me. 

architecture. 

I'd never thought much about 

Then I had a teacher by the name of Mr. Walter who did 

something. I guess it was just his enthusiasm because I 

can't remember him saying any particular thing, and I read 

a lot and I read anything, and I believe that he was the 

one who suggested that reading a lot was fine and reading 

anything was all right too, but there was a point in 

reading some things rather than others and that one should 

begin to take a critical look at reading in terms of style, 

content, thought, and so on. Well, that was an idea to 

me. I mean, I was just reading anything. Pick it up. If 

there was nothing else to read, read the side of a cereal 

box, just read. 

I had a couple of other teachers, too, who were useful 

to me only--"only," that's a very important "only"--in that 

they encouraged me in the notion that I was bright. I 

didn't have a very high opinion of myself as a social being 

or a looker. So one out of three at least was being given 

some reinforcement. I know one of these teachers was a 
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Miss [Eva L.] Andrews. Another one was a Miss [Kathryn] 

Colburn. When I hear the stories that other people tell 

about teachers, I think I had more good teachers than most 

people encounter in a high school. I don't think it was 

necessarily the teachers were better than or we were better 

than. I feel very lucky that I encountered four, five, 

maybe six teachers in high school who were positively 

useful, friendly, encouraging teaching, and I remember them 

with a lot of affection. 

BALTER: Now someone like Mr. Clewe, for example, did he 

get into any problems with the school administration for 

suggesting that Russia should be recognized? 

McGRATH: I don't think so, because I believe that Mr. 

Clewe was accepted as the school eccentric. He was fairly 

old, white-haired, anyway. I mean, old was what, fifty

eight or something. But he was white-haired at the time 

that I had him. He may have been close to retirement and 

he may have been mild enough, even in suggesting something 

as outrageous as recognizing the Soviet Union. But I 

believe he taught until he retired. 

BALTER: During this period of time, or comparable periods 

of your life, growing up, junior high and high school, how 

would you contrast yourself with your sisters and their 

development? 
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McGRATH: Oh, well. [laughter] Dramatically, 

dramatically. My older sister, Fran, three years older 

than I am, had a tremendous natural ability for doing 

things that could make a living for her, swift shorthand 

and neat penmanship. She didn't finish high school because 

she just wasn't interested in it. [tape recorder off] So 

Fran had the ability to pick up on these things. She was a 

teletypist before they had all kinds of automatic things-

which meant operating a keyboard--and worked at a very 

early age, but she wasn't interested in school or in 

academic subjects. So she was really out of the family 

fairly young and went to work; I don't think she was even 

seventeen years old when she decided to move up to San 

Francisco and worked. I didn't really establish a very 

sisterly relationship with her, and that has persisted all 

through the years. I see her rarely. We don't write. 

There's no bad feeling at all, there is no animosity • 

BALTER: Where does she live now? 

McGRATH: She now lives in Las Vegas. She lived in 

Minneapolis for many years and a few years back moved to 

[Las Vegas]. We've never quarreled. There's never been 

any bad feeling and there's never been any events or 

incidents. It's just that we have not developed a 

relationship. 
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My younger sister and I, to contrast that, were 

extremely close. She's only a year younger than I am. 

See, I was exactly fourteen months old when she was born. 

Fourteen months old is pretty young. But by the time she 

was ready to go to kindergarten, I was taking my little 

sister to school, taking my little sister by the hand. 

Well, that's very strange. It's just a year younger. When 

the Graf Zeppelin came over Los Angeles, which would have 

been in, what was it now, 1~24 or something like that-- If 

you want to know the exact date, you'll have to check it. 

Well, when the Graf Zeppelin came over-- We were at that 

time in Long Beach, I'm pretty sure. Well, I don't know. 

Long Beach, Los Angeles. I was so excited about seeing the 

dirigible. I remember that quite vividly, and I could only 

have been in first grade because she was in kindergarten. 

I ran home to tell my parents about it, but just as I got 

home I remembered, "I lost my little sister! I forgot my 

little sister!" and ran back to school--must have been only 

a couple blocks--weeping, "I've lost my little sister!" and 

found her just sort of matter-of-factly standing there, 

waiting for me to come and get her. It wouldn't have 

occurred to her to go home without me. 

We were extremely close, and in contrast to this 

pleasant distance that Frances and I have had, Claire and I 

have had a rather stormy closeness, which has been marked 
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with periods of real antagonism and other periods of 

closeness, but always feeling, you know, Claire's my 

sister. Frances, I have to stop and think about, is my 

sister. But Claire's my sister. We could still laugh at 

the same jokes; we still find the same things funny. I 

believe that that is a bond between us almost more than any 

other, that we still find the same things funny, we can go 

back and laugh about things. 

BALTER: Where does she live? 

McGRATH: She lives in Culver City in a sort of 

condominium-like thing. [tape recorder off] So Claire 

lives in Culver City fairly close to where her daughter, 

Jan Bella [Goldberg], lives. Jan Bella is a painter. 

Claire and I are in touch; we maintain our sisterly 

relationship. 

BALTER: Going back a little bit to the chronology, the 

subject of the Depression has come up. What effect did 

that have on your family, first of all, and the store? 

McGRATH: Well, the store disappeared, and I can only infer 

that it's because of the Depression. Because all the years 

from the time I could remember, they always had a little 

store. So that must have been the Depression. Some place 

in my high school years to a year or so after high school 

there's a period when my father didn't work. We must have 

been on relief. There is no other explanation for how we 
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survived. In later years, my father said, "Oh, no. Oh, 

no. No, we were never, never on relief." He just didn't 

want to remember that that had happened because that was 

such a humiliation to him. 

BALTER: Did he have an alternative explanation for how you 

made it? 

McGRATH: No, he didn't. He just didn't seem to think one 

was required, but at least you could deny that something as 

disgusting as being on relief had occurred. But it wasn't 

until I was out of high school and started L.A. City 

College [Los Angeles City College] that I realized that we 

didn't just have any money at all. I had one pair of 

shoes, and you just hoped they didn't wear out before you 

had the money to buy another pair of shoes. I realized 

that there were some people who didn't have any shoes, but 

we were down there pretty close to that. I don't remember 

being hungry ever, but money, cash money, was not a thing 

we had any of at any time that I remember. I had just 

enough car fare to go to city college. Books weren't 

terribly expensive, and we didn't think all that much about 

clothes it seems to me, or I didn't anyway. But halfway 

through my first semester, I realized that the struggle of 

keeping me in school was just too much. I wasn't all that 

interested in going to school--I didn't have a profession, 

didn't have an objective--and so I quit. I quit and tried 
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to get a job. Now jobs were just very, very, very, very, 

very scarce. I got one through pull. I got a job at 

twenty-five cents an hour working at a candy factory 

because I had a connection. [laughter] 

BALTER: Let me just for the record here, as I understand 

it you graduated from George Washington High School-

McGRATH: Nineteen thirty-four. 

BALTER: Then was it that following semester that you went 

to LACC, Los Angeles City College? 

McGRATH: Yes. It was in the spring of '34, not in the 

summer. I graduated in the spring of '34. 

BALTER: Oh, in the spring of '34. 

McGRATH: I think. We'll have to check that out, won't 

we? 

BALTER: You have your yearbook. 

McGRATH: I have my yearbook. It was the following 

~ semester that I went to LACC, and it was in the middle of 

the semester that I quit and got a job at a wholesale 

fruit, nut, and candy place called the L.A. Nut House [Los 

Angeles Nut House], which still exists. 

BALTER: In the same location? 

McGRATH: I don't know if it's in the same location, but 

it's one of the same families. There were two families who 

owned it, and one of the families that owned it then owns 

it now. 
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BALTER: Do you remember the name of that family? 

McGRATH: Gendel. 

BALTER: Where was it located back then? 

McGRATH: At that time it was located in the wholesale 

market down at Seventh [Street] and Central [Avenue]. 

Downstairs was the dried fruits and nuts wholesale plant, 

and upstairs was the candy factory. For twenty-five cents 

an hour, we did all kinds of boring jobs. We blanched 

almonds, for instance. I don't think they had introduced a 

mechanical way of doing that. The almonds were put into 

vats of hot water, and then we sat around and pinched the 

almonds out of the skin. Or we stood in a room called "the 

cold room" because it was very cold, and chocolate-covered 

candies came in on conveyor belts and we took them off of 

the conveyor belts and put them into boxes. 

The job that I had, which I once described to our 

mutual friend Michael Mora as the most boring job in the 

whole world--I can't imagine a more boring job--was 

standing by a moving belt, a moving conveyor belt, on which 

came chocolate-covered peanuts. The peanuts had been put 

into a vat of chocolate and came out onto the conveyor belt 

to go into the cold room to dry. But I stood there looking 

at the conveyor belt with a little piece of wire stick in 

my hand, and if two peanuts were stuck together, I pried 

them apart with my little wire stick. That's what I did 
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all day long. I'm assured that that isn't the most boring 

job in the world. There are many boring jobs as boring as 

that continuing to be done by people today, eight hours a 

day for many years. Anyway--

BALTER: How many hours a day did you work and how many 

days a week? 

McGRATH: Eight hours a day, I'm pretty sure, half day on 

Sunday. I mean half day on Saturday, not Sunday. We 

didn't work Sunday. We worked half days on Saturday. We 

brought our lunches, because I think we had a half hour for 

lunch, and we went into some dirty old room next to the 

toilet room and ate our lunch. At the end of the week-

Oh, then my sister came to join me. She came to work there 

too. 

BALTER: Which one? 

McGRATH: Claire. No, Fran's already flown the coop. 

She's up in San Francisco, and she's making good money too, 

by the way. I really don't know if she sent any of it 

home. I have a feeling that she didn't. But that's not 

because I think her ungenerous, but she was supporting 

herself and paying her own rent and taking care of 

herself. But she had a job as a secretary or a typist or a 

stenotypist or whatever it was; she was doing all right. 

So Claire and I are working at the L.A. Nut House. 

But on Saturdays, Saturday we worked half days, and then we 
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took, I think it was the enormous sum of fifty cents each, 

and we went to the--was it the Pantages Theatre on Sixth 

Street near Broadway, some place downtown--where they had 

probably a double feature and vaudeville. That was what we 

lived for, that Saturday afternoon big treat, the movies 

and the vaudeville. 

Now I was already thinking of myself as a very 

political person but not doing very much about it. 

Thinking about it a lot, but the-- Was it Paramount 

Theatre? Have to ask Claire. Did I tell you that Claire 

has total recall? I have to keep looking at things to find 

the dates. I remember the essences of things and she 

remembers the details. She remembers the words of all the 

songs that we sang at that period. 

So except for the minimum amount that we needed for 

clothes, both of us gave our money to my parents, without 

any feeling of being exploited at all. It was just a 

question of survival. I remember two periods in which I 

felt very, very that, you know, that my family was 

important. One was at the period when my mother used to 

read to us a lot. Then, I don't know, we stopped being 

interested or we thought that was baby stuff or whatever. 

The other was this period when we were, for the first time, 

working and bringing home money and, I think, feeling very 

good about doing that. 
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Then after we'd been working there for about a year, 

my father got a job there at the same place. He worked 

there until he retired. 

BALTER: Your father worked at the nut house? 

McGRATH: Yes. He worked as a sort of shipping clerk, 

receiving. All this computing and keeping records and 

being able to add fast and accurately came in handy 

finally. He worked there until he was sixty-five years old 

and retired with a little pension from them, which is 

unheard of, because at the time he started working for them 

there was no such thing as pension plans and so on. I quit 

the job soon after my father came to work there, and it was 

a reckless thing to do. Jobs were terribly hard to get. 

But I felt that I'd rather be dead than keep going to work 

and doing that. That didn't seem to me--

BALTER: You mean the monotonous--

McGRATH: The monotony, the boredom, the pointlessness of 

it in terms of the picture that you get when you think of 

Chaplin with Modern Times, where he walks out on the street 

making that little gesture of turning the wrenches. That's 

the way I began to think of myself. I don't exist except 

to push a peanut apart from another peanut, and I can't see 

that that is-- I can't do it! I just ·can't do it! 

BALTER: You started a minute ago to make a reference to 

your political development at this time. Let me get into 
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that by first asking you how did you and how did your 

family view the Depression? In other words, I'm thinking-

McGRATH: Oh, you're thinking was I having a political 

analysis of the Depression? 

BALTER: Yes, or how did you look at it? Was it sort of-

McGRATH: Just sort of as bad luck. 

BALTER: --more of an act of God? 

McGRATH: Well, not an act of God, see, because I was 

consciously not believing in God. But as bad luck, or 

maybe incomprehensible. But certainly not in any kind of 

analytical way, certainly. I didn't really think of the 

Depression very much in a political way. My political 

ideas were formed around specific things like the right to 

unionize. That was another reason why I left this job. 

Because I thought that the people who were on this job were 

hopeless. You couldn't even talk to them about a union. 

BALTER: There wasn't a union? 

McGRATH: There was no union. The right to organize, that 

I knew was something poor people should be thinking about, 

and prejudice and discrimination. Now those were my 

central themes. 

BALTER: The idea of the right to organize or people 

organizing, where did that idea come from for you? 

McGRATH: I don't know. I must have been reading and 

talking to people. But that seemed rather important to 
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me. The other thing was, rather than having, say, a 

political philosophy, I developed the other way around. A 

lot of young people will develop a political philosophy or 

someone will sell them on--and I don't mean that in a 

derogatory way--but somebody comes to them with a political 

map and says, "The world is thus and so because." Then 

they'll lay out this formula for them, into which slots, 

then, you say, "And that's the reason we have 

discrimination, and that's the reason why women, and that's 

the reason why we're this and that." I did it backwards. 

I saw the need to organize, though I didn't know anything 

about economics. I'm not even sure I was calling it 

capitalism. I was thinking about discrimination and 

prejudice, even though I didn't think in terms of the labor 

pool or what an advantage it is to have a pool of labor 

that will not get together or will work for poor wages. So 

all those things I did come sort of from issue to thought 

rather than from theory to action: I went from action to 

thought rather than the other way around. 

So I would say that I was moved by events and 

responding to the events and then coming around to have a 

radical perspective. Although obviously my response was a 

radical one, I really don't know or couldn't say how, in 

any orderly fashion, that occurred. Maybe it didn't occur 

in any orderly fashion. It may have occurred in a 
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disorderly fashion of somebody saying something to me 

here. Maybe Clewe said something, maybe a friend said 

something, maybe I've read something, maybe I had a 

conversation with somebody, I don't know. But these things 

came together, and, clearly, I was receptive. 

BALTER: I take it there perhaps was not a clear point or 

watershed event that led you to start thinking of yourself 

as a radical? Of course, later you joined the Communist 

Party, but that's a ways away yet. 

McGRATH: That's a little later, yes. Okay. Well, the 

Spanish civil war was a point at which-- What years were 

the Spanish civil war? 

BALTER: We're talking '36, aren't we, '36, '37. I should 

know that, but--

McGRATH: We can check that in, can't we? [1936-39] All 

right, by '36 and the Spanish civil war, I was already 

thinking in terms of fascist, antifascist. Friends in the 

Abraham Lincoln Brigade, and a friend whose name I don't 

even remember to whom I wrote every day because that was 

what I said I would do. As long as he was in Spain, I 

would write him a letter every day with one cigarette in 

it. Because he had told me that if-- Oh, he said he missed 

cigarettes, and I sent him a pack of cigarettes. 

He said, "By strange accident, the package got 

through, but they usually don't. If it looks like a 

42 



·, 

package of cigarettes, somewhere along the line it's 

appropriated." So he said, "But if you send me a cigarette 

in a letter, I'll get it." 

So I said, "Well, I'll send you a cigarette in a 

letter every day." And I did. 

BALTER: Who was that? 

McGRATH: Don't even know his name. I don't think he was a 

close friend when he went in, but I was so impressed with 

his going that I just elected myself his buddy, and he 

wrote to me very often. He came back alive, and I think I 

saw him for a little while afterwards. He wasn't a 

boyfriend, he was just a friend. 

Bu~ before that I do remember going to Ferndell with 

Nisei friends to collect for China relief. Now the irony 

is that China relief was because Japan had invaded China. 

My Japanese friends were radicals; they were collecting 

money for China relief. My Chinese friends-- I, by now, 

had Nisei and second-generation Chinese friends. My Nisei 

friends were collecting for China relief. My Chinese 

friends were go-ahead young people figuring out how they 

were going to open a restaurant, some of whom actually did 

and prospered. My Japanese friends, of course, were 

conveyed to Manzanar [War Relocation Center] and points 

east. 
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BALTER: A little later on. Let me ask you one thing. I 

mention this because we talked about it before in sort of 

our preliminary talks, but we've glossed a little bit over 

your experience at Los Angeles City College and I wanted to 

go back to that. 

McGRATH: Oh, yes. Okay, now that was a point. You see, 

this is before I got my job. So it was a very short 

period, but it was a very important period for me because I 

met-- I don't think I had him in a class, but there was a 

Dr. [Herbert] Alexander who was a self-proclaimed 

proqressive radical. I really don't know what he called 

himself. We thought of him--

BALTER: Self-avowed, as they say today. 

McGRATH: Self-avowed, as they say. Yes, right. He was 

extremely progressive. I really don't know if he was more 

than quite progressive, but he was against racism and, 

well, all of the things that we were interested in at the 

time. I met a small group of people, among them the sister 

of the man I was going to marry. 

BALTER: Whose name was-- The sister that is. 

McGRATH: Lillian, Lillian Schechter. And a few other 

people. Now I only remember one other person from there. 

I remember sitting on the grass and talking, and it 

was the first time that I'd really had a chance to talk 

with people who talked in a way that impressed me. I 
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thought they were all a lot smarter than I was. They 

seemed so much better informed than I was, and I think they 

had had the habit of talking, whereas I hadn't. I haven't 

mentioned before that I was really a solitary until-- I 

mean, I had acquaintances, and in school there were a 

couple of girls who were supposed to be my friends, but we 

didn't talk about anything that mattered at all. I would 

never have taken problems or questions or made confidences 

to them. I'd never heard of real talk until coming to 

LACC. So even in the period of half of a semester, I 

became very excited about the idea that these people think 

about things and they talk about things and they have 

opinions about things and they seem to know about things. 

So the time was very short, but it was important for me 

too. 

BALTER: Were there student organizations there? 

McGRATH: If there were, I didn't belong to any. 

BALTER: And the friends that you spent time talking with, 

were they active in organizations or was it a more informal 

structure? 

McGRATH: It was very informal. It was very informal. 

Since I only remember two people from that period and 

neither one of them has been-- One of them was politically 

active I know. I'm going to be very careful throughout 

this thing. I'll try not to hold back, try not to hold 
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back on anything that I say about myself and my activity in 

any organization, including the Communist Party, but I'd 

prefer not to say the name of anyone else. 

BALTER: Unless, I assume, they're already publicly 

known. 

McGRATH: Right, exactly. But the only other person I met 

besides Lillian, who was going to be my sister-in-law 

later, was a young woman who was politically active and was 

for a few years after she got married, but it's been many, 

many years. I still see her rarely, and she hasn't been 

politically active. I think it was, in fact, Lillian and 

this other woman less than the others-- The only reason I 

remember Lillian, it wasn't that she was an influence on 

me, but that she became my sister-in-law. But the idea of 

this kind of-- I'm sure it wasn't very profound, but it 

struck me as profound political philosophy and discussion, 

and I loved it. I just loved it. 
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TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE ONE 

DECEMBER 27, 1984 

BALTER: Alice, we were talking on the previous tape about 

your experiences at LACC and some of the people that you 

began to meet and to have political discussions with and so 

forth. What was the process through which this more 

informal political milieu that you were beginning to 

experience developed into your involvement in more 

organized political activit~es, especially where the 

Communist Party [of the United States of America] is 

concerned? 

McGRATH: After leaving LACC, I did maintain some social 

relations with a few of the people that I met at LACC. But 

the period when I worked at the L.A. Nut House, I think, 

was just sort of "down-the-drain" time as far as doing 

anything else was concerned. It was depressing and long 

hours, and I was tired and stank of the oil that they fried 

the nuts in, and so on. A really bad, bad time. 

Well, after I quit, there are a number of events that 

happened. It feels as though they happened in a cluster. 

Now I know that events don't happen in a cluster, but I 

recall them almost that way, as a number of people, events, 

coming together in a particular time, maybe a short time. 

I'll tell them to you, but I may not be telling you 

chronologically correct. But it's these things that came 
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together that made me say something when I realized that I 

had been giving a lot of thought to political events but 

not to political ideas. 

I walked up and down the streets, up and down 

Broadway, looking for jobs. I was unskilled and not very 

aggressive. A young woman who went with me was a 

bookkeeper, and she got a job. I think in about the fourth 

place that we walked into together, she got a job. I spent 

days and days and days and days; I can't tell you how 

long. Finally, I went into a place where they were 

addressing envelopes for, I think, the enormous sum of 

fifty cents an hour, hand addressing envelopes--long before 

the days when they had them on the computer--and I worked 

for several weeks addressing envelopes. In that place, I 

met a relative of the owner who was a radical. It was just 

absolute chance, nothing planned about that. This man and 

his wife, as it turned out later, were in political 

activity. They took a liking to me and we were friends 

even after I stopped addressing the envelopes. Now, they 

didn't own the place. They were just relatives of the 

people and I just accidentally met them. 

After I did that, I roamed the streets again, and 

through the good off ices of a friend, I got my first fancy 

job. I mean, I dressed up as much as I could afford to 

dress up, stood behind a counter, and sold things to people 
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out of a junky Japanese import store. Now Japanese import 

stores at that time--we're now talking 1935, about then-

were known for trash rather than known for ingenuity and 

technique and so on. The imported men's shirts had the 

buttons pasted on rather than sewn on. I worked there, and 

there again, just sheer luck-- I have just been so lucky in 

my life. What more luck could you have than to constantly 

bump into people who are helping you to say the things that 

you're thinking about, just accidentally. So in this job 

there was a Japanese family, two of whom worked in the 

store. One of them was very conservative and go-ahead. I 

think he got rich off of the deportations when they sent 

them; he figured out how to make a buck on that. But 

another one of the family was a radical. He was the one 

who suggested that we go to Ferndell and collect money for 

China relief. 

I was beginning to have people in various places who 

were all radicals, and I was very much drawn to them, 

thought they were so interesting. They were articulating 

things that I was thinking. It was about this time-- I 

can't tell you exactly what year because I simply don't 

remember, but I know that the Spanish war was still going 

on. I was being driven in the backseat of a car of a 

friend and his wife, and we were talking about the war, we 

were talking about the things that interested me. As I 

49 



told you, the war, discrimination, and union organizing 

were the things. We began to talk about those things, and 

the man said to me, "Well, if you feel so strongly about 

those things, would you consider--" And he went on bumbling 

and not expressing and getting closer and closer to what I 

thought he was going to say. I finally said, "If you're 

inviting me to join the Communist Party, I accept." That's 

how I recruited myself into the Communist Party. 

BALTER: You knew obviously that these people were 

associated--

McGRATH: Well, I thought they were, I thought they were. 

But they hadn't said; I just had figured it out. And I 

figured out that at least one of the Japanese kids I knew 

must be-- I was smart enough to hear that there was certain 

kind of talk going on, and it just sounded to me as though 

that's what he was saying. And he was. 

BALTER: Well, what did you know about the Communist Party 

at that point? 

McGRATH: Practically nothing. Practically nothing. So I 

joined the Communist Party as a really innocent and 

ignorant and enthusiastic believer in the things that I-- I 

thought that the Communist Party stood for many of the 

things that I was in, or was active in, activity against. 

I had never read Marx. One wasn't asked to or expected 

to. 

50 



BALTER: Before joining or after? Or both? 

McGRATH: Before joining. We really didn't read very much 

of Marx after joining. We had people who explained it to 

us. [laughter] I must have spent a certain number of 

years--because now I'm talking about 1937, '38, perhaps--! 

must have spent several years doing very little except 

going to meetings, talking, going to meetings. I don't 

remember a lot of what we did, but it didn't seem to be-

It's-- [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: When you first joined the [Communist] Party, were 

you assigned, or did you join, a particular branch or 

chapter, club? 

McGRATH: Yes. The Party went through a number of changes 

in organization at the time. I don't really have a clear 

recollection of it, but I know I joined a branch. Or was 

that what we called them then? I'm not even sure we called 

them branches then. Yes, we did call them branches. Later 

on, we called them clubs. I joined a branch, and we had 

education, people explaining to us what Marxism was 

about. I thought I was a particularly dull student in that 

department. I would sometimes go stand on a corner and 

sell People's World, a job I didn't like very much but did 

from time to time. 

Now in that period, except for going to the meetings, 

doing fundraising things, going to educational things, I 
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don't recall any particular events or high points in it. 

But I do remember feeling good that I belonged to the 

Communist Party. It seemed the right thing to do. I felt 

as though I had found my community. It was a community not 

based on race. It was not based on ethnicity, it was not 

based on nonchosen ties. It was based on what I felt were 

principles and convictions and like-mindedness, and I 

thought that was a marvelous kind of community. There was 

a great deal of community feeling among the people that I 

encountered. 

BALTER: Do you remember if they were people who were 

publicly known or have since become publicly known? Do you 

remember who the leaders of your particular branch were? 

Who led the classes? 

McGRATH: Nobody who became publicly known. In fact, as I 

try to recall these things, I think that the teaching 

wasn't on a very high order and the people weren't 

particularly well prepared to do it. The feeling that I 

had at the time was that I wasn't just very good at 

understanding. I wonder if they weren't very good at 

teaching. We will never know. [laughter] 

Also, what comes back to me now is that in addition to 

doing the little fundraising and the little-- Oh, lots and 

lots and lots of picketing. That's what we did, lots of 

demonstrations. If there was a picket line, I was on it, 
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if it was a time when I wasn't working. Because I was 

working through this whole period. I also got married in 

this period. But going to demonstrations, fundraising, 

coming home from work and shopping each day and cooking a 

meal, which I wasn't very good at, and then going out to a 

meeting, lots of meetings. I just wonder about how we were 

able to tolerate that many meetings. · But [I] was young, so 

did it. 

But it soon became apparent to other people, even 

before it became apparent to me, that I was an organizer. 

I had really never organized before, but apparently my 

talent was showing through, a talent I had never used. So 

it didn't take very long for me to become a very minor 

functionary. But I mean minor. You know, like, first, 

club secretary. Because I was the only one who could be 

counted on to collect the dues and keep track of things, 

the things that an organizer does who's not a leader

organizer but a kind of facilitator-organizer. Because, 

throughout my life, the things that I have done, the things 

I've enjoyed most and things that have been Most 

interesting, have involved organizing. Not leadership, 

it's not a Chavez kind of organizing, and it's not that, 

but it is the ability and the interest. I like doing it. 

I like making things orderly and gathering up: 

time to pay our dues and it's time to do this. 
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get together and let's get on the bus, and so on," on the 

low level. On a higher level, it means keeping track, as 

you know, keeping track of a lot of things. But it was 

right there in that little Communist Party branch that I 

started the first work which led me do the work that I'm 

good at. Then I got another job in that period too. That 

was a really fancy job. I worked for a chiropodist. They 

now call them podiatrists? 

BALTER: I think so, yes. They're foot doctors. 

McGRATH: Foot doctors, right. He had his office at 

Bullock's [Department Store] on the same floor with the 

beauty salon. That's kind of the level at which 

chiropodists were held, just next to the manicurists, 

practically. 

BALTER: The Bullock's in downtown Los Angeles? 

McGRATH: Uh-huh. He was awfully good. He was one of the 

best, in fact. There are people I think who still, young 

people who still remember that he was one of the really 

good people in that field. 

Technically, I worked for Bullock's. I really worked 

for the chiropodist, but my paycheck came from Bullock's, I 

believe. Yes, it had to, because then occurred several 

things that I want to tell you about Bullock's. One is 

that we had orientation. Bullock's considered itself the 

snootiest store in town. It was before Bullock's Wilshire, 
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or just about the time Bullock's Wilshire was born, I 

started to say. But we had the orientation, which was so 

openly racist that I couldn't believe it. As an employee 

of Bullock's, which I was technically, I had to go through 

and learn how to be a Bullock person and learn about the 

Bullock way and the Bullock look. On the first floor of 

Bullock's, only good-looking women could work. And the 

fact that they paid for their own clothes to look good and 

all of that-- But to work on the first floor of Bullock's 

was this petit-bourgeois ideal of wearing nice clothes--we 

got a little twenty percent off or something--and being 

chosen to work, being chosen to work, on the first floor of 

Bullock's. 

Oh, and this is also the time when in order to work at 

Van de Karnp's, Van de Kamp's, which now has little 

concessions in grocery stores with bakery goods-- But in 

order to work at Van de Kamp's--which had its own stores, 

bakery stores, some of which had restaurants attached to 

them--but you had to be a blue-eyed blond. That was the 

condition. You could not work at Van de Kamp's unless you 

were a blue-eyed blond. That went with that twinkly, blue

eyed blond picture of the Van de Kamp's girl. 

But at Bullock's, they gave us an orientation about 

how to politely refuse service to Negroes. 

BALTER: This was about what year now we're talking? 
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McGRATH: Well, this was in the late thirties. The war 

started '41, right? 'Thirty-nine, '40, when? When? 

BALTER: Which part of it? Europe in '39. 

McGRATH: Europe in '39. We went into the war when? 

BALTER: 'Forty-one. 

McGRATH: 'Forty-one, okay. No, we weren't in the war 

yet. But the open racism was quite a shock. It was the 

first time I had met polite, overt racism. Nothing bad was 

said except that, you know, "We don't want to hurt 

anybody's feelings, and we don't want to be rude, but we 

simply don't give the same kind of service." Then they 

went into some details about-- Details I don't remember. I 

just remember sitting there, horrified, thinking, "I am 

sitting here and people are talking about this as though 

it's all right, and everybody else is sort of looking as 

though it's all right." 

BALTER: So no one challenged it? 

McGRATH: Nobody challenged it. We're still in bad times, 

we're still in bad times. At this time, I made $16 a week 

and Max was making $35 a week, and we had it made. We were 

doing very well. When I was raised to $18 a week, that was 

just sort of a cause for celebration. [tape recorder off) 

BALTER: Let's go back a minute here now, because you're 

already married and I want to--
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McGRATH: And you want to find out how that happened. 

Okay. At LACC I met Lillian Schechter, and we were quite 

friendly. She took me home or I took her home, I don't 

remember what happened, and I met her brother Max. I 

thought Max was just adorable, cute and bright and funny. 

I went out with him a couple of times. We have to go back 

even just a little bit further to say that I didn't have a 

marvelous record about having boyfriends, and I thought it 

was quite a coup for me to have attracted this young man 

who was, I thought, attractive and bright. I guess we must 

have gone to his house first, and I went out with him a 

couple of times, and then he met my sister. 

BALTER: Which one? 

McGRATH: Claire, the beauty and the charmer. He started 

to go out with her, which was of course a very painful 

experience for me. One doesn't like to be dropped and then 

see the object of your affections going out with your 

sister. But after he'd gone out with her for a while, he 

came back and very breezily said that I was more his type 

and began to go out with me again. It wasn't too long 

after that we got married. My family was pleased. His 

mother was not. 

BALTER: Why? 

McGRATH: Oh, I think she was a classical nobody-is-good

enough-for-my-son mother. But that was what happened about 
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that. I continued to work. Max worked for his father. 

His father had a small upholstery shop. Max was the 

salesman. He went out finding jobs for upholstering bar 

stools and upholstering this and that. He made $35 a week 

and I made $16 a week, and we were very well-off, extremely 

well-off. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: Did Max share your political views? Was he also a 

radical? 

McGRATH: I'm sure he considered himself a radical, and he 

was supportive of my activities, but he was more interested 

in business. That really was his main interest. He 

enjoyed being a businessman, and eventually, when his 

father died a few years later, he--well, I suppose he 

started even before his father died--he began to take more 

control of the business. From being a small upholstery 

business, he solicited work from the very best of the 

architects in Los Angeles, like Harwell [Hamilton] Harris 

and other people like that, and [Rudolph] Schindler, and 

began to do custom work for the nice houses. He expanded 

the work and eventually, but this was after we were 

divorced, some years later, eventually he began to be a 

developer in-- From becoming acquainted with the architects 

and being very interested in architecture himself, he began 

to develop in San Diego, building, first, houses and then 

condominiums, and has continued to do so and has been very, 
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very successful. Not only successful financially, but he's 

had good reviews from architectural trade journals for his 

imagination. He's a bright, successful businessman. 

BALTER: What year did you divorce? [tape recorder off] 

McGRATH: Max and I were divorced in 1949 or '50. 

BALTER: You got married about the same time that you 

joined the Communist Party, right? Pretty much the same 

year. 

McGRATH: Pretty much. 

BALTER: So I take it you were off a lot at meetings and 

other events and things like that, and he did not join you 

directly. 

McGRATH: No, but he didn't seem to resent it. He was 

very--

BALTER: It worked out okay. 

McGRATH: It worked out fine. 

BALTER: As I understand it, during the time that you were 

married, you had two children, Dan and Laura. Can you tell 

me a little bit about them, when they were born and so 

on? 

McGRATH: Laura was born in 1945 and Dan was born in 

1948. 

BALTER: After you divorced, did the kids continue to live 

with you or with Max? 
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McGRATH: The kids continued to live with me most of the 

time. There was one year when Laura asked to live with Max 

and Alice, and she did. 

BALTER: Alice is his current wife? 

McGRATH: Yes. Max has another Alice. 

BALTER: Okay. 

McGRATH: But, except for vacation times and so on-

However, there was never any quarreling or animosity 

between us about visitation or none of that stuff at all. 

There were no problems about custody. 

BALTER: By the way, where do Max and his current wife live 

now? 

McGRATH: They live in West L.A. or Bel Air, that area. 

BALTER: Well, now to go back to the political side of 

things for a bit, when we left off your career in the 

Communist Party, you had graduated, I think you said, to 

the point of sort of--

McGRATH: Being a very minor, minor functionary. 

BALTER: Where did things go from there for you, 

politically? 

McGRATH: Politically, I was beginning to feel that I 

needed more activity and less talk. I had talked about 

this, not really with Party people, but with friends, and 

it was again a friend-- And it was again one of those 

lucky, wonderful accidents that keep happening to me, still 
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do. Somebody said, "The way you feel about things, you 

should be down at the CIO [Congress of Industrial 

Organizations], because they're organizing poor people. 

They're organizing the unskilled, and they've got a big 

antidiscrimination program going on. You'd really like it 

down there." So I took myself down there. 

This and other things that I'll tell you about were 

not Party assignments. I wasn't given that job to do. 

Parenthetically, I think I should say that even though the 

whole time I was in the Party, particularly at the 

beginning, I was very happy to be in the Party and I felt 

this great sense of communion, at the same time, I was from 

the beginning an outlaw, in the sense that-- I behaved 

myself, I got along, and I didn't make trouble. But I did 

what I wanted to do. I wasn't proposing any other 

theories. I didn't have any ideological arguments with 

them, because, in the first place, I wasn't sure I 

understood the ideology. But I knew what I wanted to do, 

and I was just enough of an outlaw to make my own 

assignments. 

So I went down to the CIO, and I was not greeted with 

open arms. They were not ecstatic to see me down there. 

As Slim Connel~y, who was the general secretary or the, I 

guess, Los Angeles secretary of the CIO, Philip Connelly, 

said, "We don't need any ignorant Hollywood broads corning 
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around here and interfering with our work." It was 

terribly upsetting to me. In the first place, I didn't 

think I was a "broad," and I wasn't Hollywood. 

In those days, there wasn't just one Communist Party 

in Los Angeles. There were at least three, and maybe there 

were more that I didn't know about. There was the 

Communist Party of "the industry," the industry being the 

movie industry; there was the Communist Party of the real 

labor movement, which would have centered around the CIO; 

and there was the Communist Party of the neighborhoods. 

These three communist parties, I think, were quite 

different communist parties, even though they were 

theoretically one. The people in "the industry" who were, 

well, I think, somewhat more careful about their identity 

being known, also, not having a lot of confidence in people 

outside the industry. So they didn't mix much with 

neighborhood people. The CIO and other working people 

didn't think much of the neighborhood people because, 

although they may have appreciated the neighborhood 

branches as being good fundraisers, door-to-door and PW 

[People's World] salesmen and so on, they didn't see them 

as functioning in what might have been taken to be the most 

essential role of a radical party, which would be to 

organize working people. In that sense, they were right. 

There was a limited function for the people who had no 
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connections with organizations outside their own or with 

working people. But I wasn't Hollywood, and some years 

later when I went to try to get a job in Hollywood in some 

sort of progressive organization, I was turned down on the 

grounds that I was a downtown girl. 

BALTER: You can't win. 

McGRATH: You can't win. But there were other people at 

the CIO. I'd been given the name of somebody by this 

friend, who'd said, "I think if you go see so-and-so, 

you'll find that he'll help you out." "Help you out" was 

exactly the term he meant: "He'll show you how you might 

find a way to function around the CIO." This man 

immediately recognized me as being all the things I was, 

unskilled, inexperienced, unconnected, anxious to work, 

needing to be developed, and as a possible hand. What he 

did was start from line A. "What we're doing here at the 

CIO is essentially organizing the unorganized, organizing 

minorities, organizing women, and in the process of doing 

that, we have to have an educational campaign and program 

for the locals. I think what you can do would be to-- I 

will help you. We'll work out a way of getting you to"-

this scared me--"getting you to locals or getting a 

presentation to send to locals, which will be an 

orientation on why the CIO is organizing the unskilled, the 

minorities, women." That was just up my alley. I mean, I 
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just felt as though I had walked into-- You know, after, 

literally after years of struggling with the ideas that 

this involved, I was really going to be allowed to do it 

with actual people, and I was so pleased. 

BALTER: By the way, do you remember who this person was? 

McGRATH: Yes, but I can't tell you. He was the business 

agent for one of the progressive locals. 

In spite of this wonderful thing that this man was 

telling me, which was true, the CIO was deeply divided on 

the question of whether they should or should not be 

engaged in these, what really were social programs. The 

conservative or pork-chops factions of the CIO felt that-

Oh, well, you know the CIO was endorsing all kinds of 

progressive activities and antifascist activities in 

addition to doing this thing with their own membership. 

Now as far as justifying the organizing of unskilled and 

minority and women, that could be done in a sentence. You 

organize these people and you have them with you; you do 

not organize them and they are a pool of scabs or people 

who will work for less. That is the justification for 

it. Now then, on top of that, there are the other moral 

issues and the other ethical issues. But then they did 

other things: th~y were antifascists and they were 

progressive on social issues and so on. But the faction of 

the CIO that was not in favor of these things was equally 
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strong, and eventually, of course, and with the help of the 

war, the conservative faction won out and took the CIO into 

the AF of L [American Federation of Labor], after kicking 

out most of the progressives and people who either were 

communists or were thought to be. 

But at this point, when I came to offer my life and 

energy to the CIO, it was just fabulous. It was just 

great. It was the center, not just of this good activity, 

which I was so much in favor of and so really glad to be 

part of--but not just talking about it, as mostly done 

before, but really working with people--but then there was 

also a lot of social life around the CIO. There were 

dances every Saturday night. When I think now of going 

into a room where you can't hear yourself think for the 

loud music and people squashed together and dancing, I 

think wild horses couldn't drag me to it. But there I was 

every Saturday night, just having a wonderful time and 

being with people--because I chose those people and 

gravitated to them--who were the most progressive or 

radical. I just thought that a dream of a life that was 

totally satisfying was coming through. 

BALTER: 

the CIO? 

McGRATH: 

BALTER: 

Now when was this that you started working with 

What years? 

This had to be in '41. 

'Forty-one? Would it have been right before Pearl 

Harbor or sometime before Pearl Harhor? 
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McGRATH: I don't remember. The reason I say it had to be 

around '41 was because in '42 came Sleepy Lagoon. It 

actually could have been before Pearl Harbor, which would 

then mean-- When was Pearl Harbor? 

BALTER: December 7. 

McGRATH: Of? 

BALTER: Nineteen forty-one. 

McGRATH: It was before Pearl Harbor then. It was before 

Pearl Harbor because I would have been working with the CIO 

for over a year and just beginning to feel that I knew my 

way around and that I could think of the most incredible 

objective: I could even think of becoming a CIO 

organizer. That would have been for me an objective like-

I can't think of anything else that would have been more 

pleasing or more exciting to me. 

Now I was doing all this as a volunteer. This 

antidiscrimination work was being done that way. But I was 

terribly earnest. As a young woman, I felt that if you do 

volunteer work but you're serious about it, you keep 

regular hours and you keep your promises and you go to work 

whether you feel well or not. I was going to the office 

every day on the street car--I didn't drive--and I didn't 

feel well, but I had promised somebody that I would go. 

So I went into the off ice several days in a row, until 

somebody said to me, "You look terrible." 
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I said, "I really don't feel very good." 

"Well, why are you here?" 

"Well, I promised to be here." You know, keep your 

promise. 

So I acknowledged that I was feeling quite rotten, 

went home, went to the doctor, discovered that I had had 

pleurisy,. was sent to the hospital. I think I spent, oh, 

almost a month in the hospital, but this before the 

antibiotics. The only thing they did if you had pleurisy 

was bed rest and hope you get well. During that period, I 

didn't really much care about what was going on in the 

world. 
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TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE TWO 

DECEMBER 28, 1984 

BALTER: Alice, when we left off yesterday, we had you in 

your hospital bed with pleurisy, but before we get you well 

and off to other things such as Sleepy Lagoon, I wanted to 

go back and ask you a few things about your activities in 

the CIO and particularly in the radical movement in the 

Communist Party. One thing I wanted to ask you was you 

mentioned that you were sort of a maverick, in a sense, in 

the Party. 

McGRATH: I think I used the word "outlaw," didn't I? 

BALTER: An outlaw, and that you generally did what you 

wanted to do. Perhaps you weren't following democratic 

centralism as closely as some other members. To what 

extent did that cause you problems or did you run into 

resistance? 

McGRATH: It didn't cause me any problems in the early 

years. There really was no way that I could have got 

involved in any disputes about it because what it involved, 

actually, was my doing a little more than I was expected 

to. Going down to the CIO and volunteering was not 

something I was asked to do. We didn't have all that many 

real assignments, so it was just in my head in the earlier 

years. 
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BALTER: Do you remember any of the assignments that you 

did have as a member of the Communist Party? 

McGRATH: Except for the fundraising things and selling the 

paper and going to demonstrations and picket lines, I 

really don't have any recollections of specific 

assignments. I don't remember that we did much of 

anything. But people did. I'm saying I didn't. I think I 

want to make an interjection here, if interjection is the 

right word. I have read and heard a lot of anecdotes and 

reminiscences of various people who've been in the Party, 

and the notion that it was a monolithic party with a policy 

and certain procedures, I think, is just all wrong. As I 

said earlier, in Los Angeles there were at least three 

parties, at least. I don't know how many others that I 

didn't know about. And I think that because it wasn't 

monolithic, the experiences of people must have been 

incredibly different one from the other. So that my 

saying, "We didn't do much of anything,'' doesn't mean that 

I think other people didn't have assignments or do 

things. I'm sure that there were people who, particularly 

if they were working with other workers, which I wasn't 

doing, would have been encouraged or asked to try to 

organize them or proselytize in a political sense. But 

because I was a solo worker and because of the kind of 

situation in which I worked, except for things like picket 
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lines, demonstrations, selling the paper, going to the 

educational things, there wasn't much that I would have 

been asked to do. 

BALTER: You did mention that friends or, in particular, a 

friend that you had in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, the 

Spanish civil war-- Were you involved or do you recall some 

of the activities around support of the Loyalist cause that 

you or others may have been involved in? 

McGRATH: I think it was mainly sympathy, worry, sending 

letters, trying to send money. That's all I can recall 

about it, because that was very early. I was just 

beginning to sort out the various feelings I had and get 

them worked around into-- I think even the words "fascist'' 

and "antifascist" only came to me at the time of the 

Spanish war. 

BALTER: Likewise, from your personal point of view and 

given the role that you were playing in the Party at the 

time, how did some of the more obvious milestones of the 

turns of Party policy-- For example, the support of the 

Hitler-Stalin pact in '39 and then the reversal of that 

position when Germany invaded Russia in 1941. Clearly, 

these are portrayed, at least in most histories of the 

Communist Party, as being fairly momentous, both of those 

events being fairly momentous. How did they impact you or 

what do you recall about those events? 
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McGRATH: I think it's a measure of my political naivet~ 

that although I was shocked by the pact and surprised-- I 

was shocked in the sense that I didn't expect it to 

happen--! didn't for a moment think of leaving the 

Communist Party because of it. The parallel that springs 

to my mind comes from having listened to a Stockwell 

tape. You know Stockwell, the former CIA agent who-

BALTER: John Stockwell? 

McGRATH: I think it's Stockwell. 

BALTER: I know who you mean, yes. 

McGRATH: Stockwell talks about being in the CIA-- Not that 

I'm making a comparison, but the emotional thing or the 

explanation for doing something after you have decided that 

what's happening isn't right. Stockwell talks about 

encountering terrible things in the CIA which made him very 

worried about what he was doing. But when he expressed 

some doubts about it, was assured that there were other 

people who knew better than he and had more information, 

and for the time being that satisfied him. 

When I asked about, "What does this mean?" I'm sure I 

was given some sort of canned answer about the USSR had no 

choice but to do that and that, though it was undoubtedly 

an unpleasant decision for them to have to make there, it 

was a decision that they had to make. I accepted that 

because-- Well, for a lot of reasons. First of all, I 
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really didn't have a lot of information to go on except 

what came from, nothing that I would call disinterested 

source of information. There was either the anti or the 

pro and no one looking at the whole event either from a 

journalistic or historical point of view. So I was upset 

about the idea of the Soviet Union having a pact with 

Hitler, but accepted it as perhaps just a terribly 

unpleasant thing that had to be done. 

BALTER: Do you recall, was there debate within the Party 

or within your particular branch of the Party about whether 

this was--? 

McGRATH: I don't think there was debate. I think there 

may have been some people who dropped away at the time, and 

I don't remember them. But of the people who stayed, there 

would not have been either discussion or debate. Again, I 

want to make it clear that this was in my branch, which was 

not, I think, very highly developed politically and 

representative of one of the neighborhood branches where 

people of good will, good intentions, and, I'm sure, strong 

emotional feelings were gathering together. But I really 

wouldn't describe them as being politically developed in a 

way that a revolutionary party requires of people. So they 

were more or less given this canned e.xplanation. I don't 

remember today what it was, except that it was a necessary 

evil. 
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BALTER: Now when--

McGRATH: Oh, and let me interrupt you. If there was--and 

I'm sure there was, I'm sure there was--heated debate, 

animosity, quarreling, discussion about it through the 

country and through the whole radical movement, I was 

blessedly unaware of it. Again, my concerns were so issue 

oriented that I was just barely hearing the ideological, 

the political, the theoretical. It seemed that that was a 

little bit beyond what I could accommodate. 

BALTER: Okay. This might be jumping ahead, but that's 

okay to do in an oral history. I believe that you told me 

that you left the party in the late fifties, I think. 

McGRATH: Drifted away gradually. 

BALTER: In the late fifties, I believe, is about right? 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: Did there come a time when you did become caught 

up in an ideological debate or a debate around a position 

that the Communist Party took, sometime later in your 

career? 

McGRATH: Well, oddly enough, it really didn't have 

anything to do with world events or a position on our 

relationship with the Soviet Union. It took me years to 

sort that out and to have an opinion about it and a very 

strong opinion about it. My biggest difference with the 

Communist Party was with its "cultural" line. It actually 
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involved the functionaries' attitude toward Tom [Thomas] 

McGrath more than it did to me, and I was really very 

angry, upset about it. I will go into detail more about it 

when we begin to talk about Tom. I did have a quarrel, a 

real quarrel, with the Party when I began to work with 

Sleepy Lagoon, but I'll tell you about it now if you want 

me to jump ahead. 

BALTER: Why don't you. We're going to be talking about 

Sleepy Lagoon very soon, but why don't you, since you 

brought it up. 

McGRATH: I'll go back and relate how I got into Sleepy 

Lagoon when we take up sick in bed and what happened 

afterwards. 

BALTER: In just a few minutes. 

McGRATH: In a few minutes. But as I became involved in 

the Sleepy Lagoon case-- I dealt myself in, that's the 

first thing; it was not a Party assignment. I became 

totally involved in it, full-time work, and not only 

that: when I wasn't working about it, I was thinking about 

it. I didn't go to branch meetings and I wasn't selling 

the paper, and I was reprimanded for that. That made me 

extremely angry because I said, "I thought that the whole 

point of belonging to the Communist Party and learning 

about what ought to be done is that then we can do 

something about it. I'm not just interested in sitting 
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around in branch meetings and talking about how we have to 

do something. I am doing something, and it makes it a 

little difficult for me to go back and talk about what I 

ought to be doing when I'm doing it." Well, that wasn't 

accepted as a very good excuse. I still had my duties as a 

party member, which seemed to be exclusively that of coming 

to the meetings and going out and occasionally, not often, 

but selling the People's World, which I didn't like to do 

anyway. 

It was around that time, from almost then on, that 

occasionally I would get so cross about what I thought was 

my function, which I was pleased with, and what the 

functionaries were telling me, that I would go into the 

office, leave a note on Dorothy Healey's desk saying, "I 

resign," which of course is a most undisciplined thing to 

do. Another reason why I say I thought of myself-- Now, in 

retrospect, I certainly wouldn't have used the word 

"outlaw" then. But no really disciplined revolutionary 

party would have accommodated me. I mean, I simply was not 

going to be the kind of obedient and-- I suppose that's not 

a good word, because that implies nonthinking obedience. 

But I wasn't going to let anybody else tell me what to 

do. If you extend that, that means that I'm not going to 

let a group of people make a decision and then abide by it, 

which is what democratic centralism or whatever--
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Anyway, I felt so strongly that I knew what I wanted 

to do. Then if I didn't do it, I was thoroughly 

miserable: I was going to do it anyway. So when I was 

chastised, but gently, about spending all my time working 

on the Sleepy Lagoon case, I said, "I'm going to do it 

anyway. That's the lesson I seem to draw from all the talk 

that we've come to." So it was on these two things. My 

total commitment to the Sleepy Lagoon case, which by the 

way the Communist Party was supporting. What they were 

objecting to was not that I was involved in it, but that I 

was involved in it to the exclusion of doing absolutely 

anything else. So that was one difference I had with 

them. It's really a matter of structure and organization 

rather than ideological. But the strongest and more 

abrasive conflict was over the functionaries' attitude 

toward Tom and his work. 

BALTER: Which we will get to--

McGRATH: Which we'll get to later. 

BALTER: --in another session. You say that the reprimand 

was gentle. 

McGRATH: It was friendly, like, you know, "Come on, 

Alice." 

BALTER: Nobody tried to stop you from doing--

McGRATH: No, no. [laughter] The whole thing was rather 

gentle, I must say. Although I remember from those days 
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that-- And it surprised me, and, again, I was very modest 

about my own intellectual capacity to understand anything 

as complicated as Marxist thinking, revolutionary ideology, 

and so on. I had a reason to be modest [laughter]: I 

didn't know anything, and I really had read very little. 

We read the interpretations of the works; the works 

themselves belonged to the "fathers.'' So when I recognized 

the intense hostility between and among the various sects 

of peoples who called themselves some form of Marxist or 

Marxist-Leninism, I was quite shocked. That did shock 

me. I must say that shocked me probably more than 

anything, that somebody who was called a socialist was 

considered to be an enemy of the movement. Whereas 

somebody who was called a Trotskyite was beyond the pale. 

I do recall during this period-- I have to be vague 

about it because I don't know whether it was in the forties 

or it was in the later forties. But I was still a very 

minor functionary, very minor functionary, so it was 

later. It was after Sleepy Lagoon, because during the time 

I was working on Sleepy Lagoon I was hardly going to 

meetings. I'd been a minor functionary before. 

Afterwards, I was again a minor functionary, very minor. 

But I remember that people were expelled for having 

nonacceptable political ideas. I don't know what they 

were. I really don't know what they were, I couldn't 
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recall them for a moment. But it would have been some 

objection to the party line. 

I can only say it was just a real unsophisticated, 

uneducated attitude. I was still being in the Party on the 

grounds that the Communist Party, as far as I could see-

and that's supported by other things--was supporting 

activity in the fields that interested me the most. 

Progressive issues, progressive issues. Carey Mcwilliams 

in [The] Education of Carey Mcwilliams says that, 

particularly in California, the progressive activity that 

took place in California was hardly imaginable without the 

activity of Communist Party members who got in and did all 

the donkeywork for everything. I don't know how much the 

leadership was important to it, but surely the activity of 

people that I would say were like me, maybe not 

sophisticated politically, not educated historically, but 

quite committed to the idea that the issues were important 

and willing to put in a lot of time and effort. 

BALTER: You've mentioned going in and slapping your 

resignation down on Dorothy's desk, Dorothy Healey. Why 

don't we take a moment to recall some of your recollections 

of some of the well-known Party leaders at that time? For 

example, what are your memories of Dorothy Healey at that 

time and her leadership of the Party, for example? 
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McGRATH: Well, see, until we come to the issue of Tom and 

his writing, I had nothing in my-- I've already explained 

several times that I was pretty dopey about political 

theory, history, economics, and so on. So I really had 

nothing in my thinking and background on which to judge 

Dorothy as an ideological leader. We had an amiable 

relationship. She was pleasant and she has presence, still 

has, articulate. Even on the question of being told that I 

should go to meetings and so on, she wasn't really harsh 

about it. It was a "Come on, Alice, why don't you do it? 

Corne on, why don't you do what you're supposed to be 

doing?" more or less. Later on, when I was putting notes 

on her desk, on her typewriter, "I quit!" she would tear it 

up and say, "Oh, come on, Alice, you know it's all right. 

We need you. You don't have to get that upset because 

we've had a difference about something." It was when-- Do 

you want me to go far ahead as, quite late, this is now 

into the fifties? It was when I had a discussion with her 

about Tom's work-- Now I'm in an area where I know 

something, not having had an academic background but having 

the equivalent of a college education with my own reading, 

discussions, being with Tom, reading his work, being with 

other poets, being with other writers. I felt very 

comfortable in having opinions about writing, criticism, 

and so on, and Tom was being harried by the cultural czars 

who came out of "the industry." 
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BALTER: Would that include John [Howard] Lawson? 

McGRATH: That would include Lawson. It was vague 

criticism. They weren't really quite sure how to criticize 

him. Tom, to this very day, has exactly the same 

problem. Except for some who see his work clearly, critics 

are likely to say, "He's a major poet" or "He's a very good 

poet, but he doesn't quite get enough proletarian stuff 

into it." On the other hand, there are critics who will 

say, "He's an excellent poet, but why does he have to keep 

putting 'proletarian' and 'revolutionary' and 'workers' and 

so on into his poetry? That's not his good poetry." In 

the party, they were totally unable to accept Tom as a poet 

with a range of work that was from lyrical to epic to 

vernacular to right out revolutionary poetry. They didn't 

see that it was possible for someone to be doing that. 

I had a conversation with Dorothy once in which I 

said, "What is it you expect of Tom? Why is he having a 

bad time? What is it that you don't like?" 

"Well," she said, "he should be writing people's 

poetry." 

I said, "Well, I think he is." And I said, "Anyway, 

what do you mean? What do you think is people's art? What 

do you think is something that's available to people?" 

She said, "Well, like soap opera." 
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BALTER: Was "soap opera" in the same sense that we know it 

today? 

McGRATH: I suppose. Something that the ordinary person 

can look at and feel they understand. I was so appalled by 

that answer. I felt "Okay, now I've got it. This is not a 

great intellectual leader by any means. Certainly not in 

the field of art, culture, literature." To me, I think 

that was one of the more appalling moments of my whole 

association with the Party. I felt that Tom was being 

criticized and given a very hard time by people who were 

not his equals in ability or understanding. He remained 

faithful to the Communist Party and is still a member of 

the Communist Party in spite of all that. I was already 

drifting away, but that was one of the things that just 

disgusted me so. Made me so angry. I felt, "One of their 

best, perhaps their very, very best person here, who's 

still loyal to them, and they are treating him this way." 

I was angry about that, probably more angry than I'd ever 

been about anything. 

BALTER: Then we'll return to that in more detail. [tape 

recorder off] Alice, we've talked about Dorothy Healey. 

Who are some of the other well-known leaders that you had 

an impression of or worked with at that time? 

McGRATH: Pettis Perry, who was a black county functionary, 

was somebody that I knew very well. He was a self-
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educated, well-read person. I don't remember anything 

about him except that I liked him, I felt comfortable with 

him. I have the impression that he taught me things, but 

what it was I don't know. 

BALTER: You don't remember in what work, a particular 

project? 

McGRATH: I really don't remember. But if he was, as would 

have been the case in that time, if he was also promoting 

the notion of black nationhood, I would have gone along 

with that. One of the things which I felt the most 

uncomfortable with intellectually-- Now I'm beginning at 

this point to have my intellectual differences with the 

party, but not expressing them because I don't have the 

feeling that I knew enough. So now I'm being a good Party 

person by accepting a line, which was "black nationhood." 

Is that familiar enough to people that we don't have to go 

into it or should I say--? 

BALTER: I assume you mean the idea that blacks would form 

a separate nation, perhaps in the South. 

McGRATH: That blacks constitute, do in fact constitute, a 

separate nation which is not recognized, that they have all 

the qualifications for calling themselves a nation. First, 

I felt I didn't understand it, and second, I felt I didn't 

believe it. It didn't seem to me either practical or 

possible to form a black nation, but it was a very strong 
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tenet of the Communist Party at that time. As recently as 

a couple of years ago, I heard a very, very old former 

functionary of the Communist Party, a black man, making 

exactly the same argument, that there is a black nation but 

it isn't recognized. I have come to think, and I don't 

know-- I know that I didn't feel that I understood it, but 

went along with it then, saying, "We believe that." Not 

feeling uncomfortable about it, but saying, in that 

instance, "I don't feel qualified to say there shouldn't be 

a black nation if black people are saying there should 

be. In that instance, they may know a great deal more 

about this situation than I'm able to, and it would 

probably be presumptuous of me to say, without any 

experience at all in the field, that I don't think there 

should be and that it isn't practical." 

As time has gone on and I feel more comfortable having 

an opinion like that, I tend to agree with my younger self 

that it is not an idea that I think is either practical or 

desirable or possible to obtain. I don't know how · many 

black people it would take to convince of that. In any 

case, one more nation, in my view, would make one more set 

of national boundaries over which people could quarrel. I 

don't think it was ever a swell idea. 

But Pettis Perry I remember kindly, I remember 

warmly. I remember as being just a very good person that I 

liked and liked being with. 
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BALTER: Did you work with Ben Dobbs at all? 

McGRATH: I knew Ben. I must have come across Ben in the 

course of educationals, and, as a minor functionary who 

still went downtown on minor chores, I would have run into 

Ben. I adored him. I thought he was so funny and 

marvelous and interesting. I doubt that I ever had a 

political conversation with him, [laughter] but I liked him 

very much. 

BALTER: By the way, thinking just about this early period, 

say, through the time that you were involved in Sleepy 

Lagoon, late thirties into the war years, were you always 

in the same branch or club of the party or did you get to 

transfer or move at one point? Not talking about later 

now, but talking about those early years. 

McGRATH: Let me just try to remember. I know where I was 

during the time of Sleepy Lagoon. Earlier than that, I 

just have these vague memories of meeting in one house or 

another. So from the time that I first joined the Party, 

where I lived on the west side and then moved into the 

Silverlake area, I must have been in different branches. 

But my recollection of the branches doesn't become quite 

strong until the period, say, 1940, which was about when I 

moved into the Silverlake area. There it was that I met 

and worked very closely with the section organizer. The 

section organizer was a man who had, I don't know where he 
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had gotten his experience, but he ran his section and the 

various minor functionaries under him. I don't know how to 

relate it to other forms of organization, but the section 

would have been the whole Silverlake area and I don't know 

how much more. And since there--

BALTER: Echo Park? 

McGRATH: Oh, yes. Absolutely, Echo Park. 

BALTER: Did they call it "Red Hill" back then? 

McGRATH: We thought of it as "Red Hill." I don't think 

that we actually called it "Red Hill," but it was where we 

thought of as being the center of bohemian and radical 

life. It centered around there. 

But this guy believed in a functioning organization 

where people were required to take on the responsibilities 

of keeping the organization going. Now that was what I 

remember of him; that's not necessarily what he would 

remember. But what I remember of him is that the meetings 

were held, that branch officers were elected, that dues 

were collected, that censuses were taken, people were 

accounted for. It was-- Help me, because I can't think of 

something equivalent to say. This was like, oh--

BALTER: Perhaps like a well-run chapter of the Rotary 

Club, perhaps. 

McGRATH: Yes, yes, yes. Where small duties were assigned, 

followed up on, dues collected. We prided ourselves, since 

85 



he prided himself and I reflected his pride, we prided 

ourselves on collecting dues on time and turning them in. 

That was one of the big deals: we collected dues on 

time. But he did give me, he really gave me the 

experience. He was very, very critical about small things 

that have to do with organization. Organization is, after 

all, a fairly simple thing. It simply means knowing what 

the little steps are and making sure that somebody is doing 

it and not assuming that it is being done. He would say, 

"It is not true that people are irresponsible or stupid, 

but as an organizer you assume both. You never assume that 

somebody is going to do something: you make sure that it 

is being done. And you never assume that somebody 

understands exactly what they're doing: you make sure they 

understand what they're doing. You never make any 

assumptions that anything is going to be done that you are 

not-- You are the person who sees that things get done, or 

you do them, if that's your function." He put the thing in 

such terms that I never again forgot them. 

I'm very grateful to him, because that was one of the 

lessons which then made it possible for me to go on and do 

some of the things that I enjoyed doing. Some of the 

simplest things seem mysterious if you've never done them 

before. I know people today who make a decision about 

something that has to be done, anything, give a party or 
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make up a delegation, and at that point they stop because 

they don't know what happens between the time you decide 

you're going to have a party, a fundraiser, say, and when 

you arrive there and there's the food and there are the 

people. The steps in between seem to them so mysterious 

that they don't do them at all. [laughter] [tape recorder 

off] 

One of the things I remember about the leadership, or 

that I have the impression about in the leadership, is a 

fairly narrow interest in the world of the intellect, 

except as it involved politics. Now I'd like to repeat at 

this point that I'm not saying that this is what the 

Communist Party, USA, was like or that all the leaders in 

the Communist Party, USA, were like. But this is my 

experience, and it was especially brought home to me when 

one of the leaders-- I can't think of his name, but he was 

someone who had had a science background who had come to 

Los Angeles to be a functionary. I don't remember what his 

role was, but he was an important functionary in Los 

Angeles. We had a meeting, I guess at the Embassy 

Auditorium, which is where we used to have our meetings, 

and he gave the most astonishing-- We were meeting openly 

by then: "Communist Party meeting, everybody comes to the 

Communist Party meeting." We were now clubs instead of 

branches. He gave a one or two hour presentation on the 
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necessity for our having some acquaintance with science, 

and this is the first time in my whole experience in the 

Communist Party that we ever had anything except a strictly 

"political presentation," that is, the events or the 

interpretation of events or historical, in terms of their 

view of Marxism. For somebody to say that we live in a 

world in which science is important, and we can't take part 

in this world or know it or give leadership or even 

participate in it without knowing about science, seemed to 

me quite remarkable, refreshing, and interesting. 

the fact that it did seem so remarkable to me must 

illustrate that it was uncommon. 

I think 

BALTER: Was there a particular branch or area of science 

that was--? Or just science in general? 

McGRATH: No. I think he was just saying that we have to 

pay attention to science. It's there. 

BALTER: You mentioned to me when we were off tape that at 

one point, around the same time that you were working with 

the CIO, you were involved with the New Negro Theater of 

Los Angeles. Why don't you tell me a little about that? 

As a matter of fact, before you tell me about that, let's 

go to a new tape and we'll start on that thought. 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE ONE 

DECEMBER 28, 1984 

McGRATH: During the time that I was trying to learn how to 

work with the CIO and doing some little work-- I'll repeat 

what I did because it's fairly simple and I didn't ever 

achieve what I would have thought a really strong position 

as a worker with the CIO. I mentioned earlier that I 

thought of myself as eventually reaching that blessed stage 

of perfection where I might be a CIO organizer, but what I 

really only accomplished was learning to prepare brief 

presentations for locals on the reasons why the CIO was 

involved in social issues and why it was important for the 

CIO to recruit minorities, unskilled workers, and women. 

Though that was strong work in the CIO, not all the members 

of all the locals agreed with it, so it was an educational 

program. But I was really just a beginner in that and 

beginning to make myself feel comfortable, didn't progress 

beyond that. 

But at the same time I got involved, probably through 

someone at the CIO, in helping a little storefront group 

called the New Negro Theater, which was putting on small 

plays and reading poetry by Langston Hughes. I had no 

aspirations at all to be an actor, but my job was, as I 

recall this, dimly and without an assurance of its being 

accurate--this may have been a Party assignment, "Go help 
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the New Negro Theater"--to bring white audiences down to 

Central Avenue to support the New Negro Theater. It was, 

as I recall in retrospect, probably not a very good 

theater, and I don't think anybody important ever came out 

of that theater to become an actor. But it was during that 

period that I spent a lot of time with black people. It 

was the first time. I had black friends, people visited 

back and forth. But it was the first time that I had spent 

hours and hours and hours in. the company as being the only 

white person being with blacks, which is an extraordinary 

experience. It's the same kind of extraordinary experience 

as being the only one of anybody where everybody else is 

something else. It makes you have another view of the 

world and life. 

But the funniest thing that happened was that there 

was a Langston Hughes poem that was going to be read, and 

it had to be read by a light-skinned person, light brown 

person. Most of the people in the theater were either very 

brown or quite black. So suddenly they're looking at me 

saying, "We could use a little brown makeup," and I am 

putting on what must be one of the worst performances in 

the history of the theater and reciting a poem by Langston 

Hughes, with Langston Hughes in the audience. 

BALTER: He's in the audience? 

McGRATH: He's in the audience. He's come to Los 

90 



Angeles. Afterwards, we went to some place to have coffee 

or something, and I'm explaining to him my lack of talent 

comes really from my lack of ambition and lack of 

everything else and we're laughing about it. He finds the 

whole thing very amusing, as I find it amusing, and that's 

the end of my theatrical career. Never again. But I 

rehearsed a couple of times in my brown makeup and did 

something unintentionally, which was to pass on Central 

Avenue and feel what was later on experienced by people who 

did it intentionally, that putting on a different face gave 

you different experiences and that the world is skewed in a 

different way. It was remarkable to have that 

experience. I won't go into it, because it's been well 

documented by enough other people. 

BALTER: Black Like Me. 

McGRATH: Black Like Me and so on. But suddenly there is-

It's not that the experiences I had were something 

positive. They lacked something negative. That's actually 

what happened. Going into a store or walking around, 

though people were extraordinarily polite-- The whole area 

was very different then than it has become. It was more of 

a ghetto. It was also a safer place. It was more a prison 

and a haven than it is now, both more prison and more 

haven. I felt perfectly safe and okay walking around 

without my brown makeup, but with the brown makeup, 
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suddenly I felt easier, that there wasn't this slight look 

or this questioning or "What is she doing in the 

neighborhood?" kind of thing. It's subtle and yet 

palpable. 

It was during that period that I met Charlotta Bass, 

who was the editor of the California Eagle, one of the 

women that I think is shamefully neglected as an important 

person in the history of the development of the black 

community in Los Angeles. I felt that she was an 

extraordinary woman, a Republican with--

BALTER: With a capital R? 

McGRATH: With a capital R. She was a Republican who had 

strong, progressive, in fact you would have to say now, 

radical ideas, and who was not afraid of the word 

"communism," and who said back then when black people-

Probably Negroes. The word black, which I will use now, 

was not in use. People used the word Negro or Colored, and 

although there were differences of opinion about which one 

was the right word to use-- W.E.B. Du Bois always used the 

term colored peoples because for him color was the essence 

of the discrimination and prejudice and colored peoples, 

for him, covered the problem, covered the issue more. But 

I'll say black people now because it's easier for me to do 

that, I've become so accustomed to it. So if I say 

Charlotta Bass said "black people," she probably said 
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"Negro people." But she said, "Whenever black people talk 

about wanting their rights, somebody calls them a 

communist, which is not what it is about, but it's a good 

way to get them to stop talking about their rights." In 

her book Forty Years [Forty Years: Memoirs from the Pages 

of a Newspaper], I think she makes the point that calling 

people communists was a way of distracting them from what 

the real issues were and telling people, "If you expect to 

be working for the rights of black people and of poor 

people, expect to be called a communist." 

BALTER: Wasn't Charlotta Bass active on the Sleepy Lagoon 

Defense Committee? 

McGRATH: She was a sponsor. We had a sponsoring committee 

and we had a board. The sponsoring committee were people 

who let us use their names. Although the California Eagle 

played another role in the Sleepy Lagoon case, which is one 

of the first papers to recognize and publicize the racist 

and discriminatory nature of that case. Long before La 

Opini<Sn. 

BALTER: You're absolutely right that her role, 

historically, in the black community in Los Angeles has 

been--

McGRATH: Neglected. It's just not even acknowledged. 

BALTER: Do you have other recollections of her that you 

can share with us at this time? 
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MCGRATH: No, because I only went to see her a few times. 

The recollection I have is a very personal one of sitting 

in her messy office, papers scattered all over. She was a 

heavy woman and seated in a chair, which she seemed to 

absolutely fill. Both literally and figuratively, she 

filled the chair. She spoke in a very strong and positive 

way, and I just thought she was wonderful, she was 

wonderful. It was years later that I would have used the 

word "role model" for her, but she was one of the first 

women that I met, one of the first-- In the CIO I also met 

Luisa Moreno. Those two women would have been women that I 

thought then and recall now as being my idea of the things 

that women could do, being strong, being active, being 

unafraid, making an impact. Of course, Charlotta Bass did 

it through her newspaper and Luisa Moreno was an organizer 

in agricultural work. 

This is 1940. People today, forty some years later, 

are talking about women as organizers, women as this. 

Well, they just don't have any idea about the number of 

women who were involved in political activity then, and, I 

think, involved in a way in which their work, their 

talents, their abilities were fully recognized and quite 

appreciated. It was later that there was a falling back 

and then a having to come forward again for women doing 

important work. 
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But Luisa Moreno and Charlotta Bass--one we would now 

call a Chicana, the other a black woman--being models for 

me of good, strong, active, radical women. I feel so awful 

about the word "radical" having been stolen from us. 

Because "radical," in my younger days, meant nothing else 

except a left radical. There was no use of the word to 

mean "right-wing nuts" or "fringe people with cuckoo 

ideas." A "radical woman" was one who thought and/or 

worked and espoused causes w?ich were progressive, radical 

in that sense that they meant issues that involved 

discrimination, lack of opportunity, exploitation, poverty, 

racism, war, all these things. If you were radical, those 

were the issues that engaged you, and these two women 

personified for me the role of women then doing that. 

BALTER: You mentioned Langston Hughes in this story that 

you told. Was this the first time that you had met him? -

McGRATH: Yes, it was the only time I met him. 

BALTER: So you didn't have contact with him after that. 

McGRATH: No, except I just remember that marvelous evening 

because we laughed and laughed. I think that another point 

I would like to make about the Party that I don't hear very 

many people making is-- Times were rough. We had terrible 

things happening. All through, people were persecuted and 

later put in jail and all that. But also along with this, 

we had such fun. We had good, jolly parties and we laughed 
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a lot and we had our jokes and we had our marvelous times 

together. That one, that evening with Langston Hughes, is 

a moment in which I remember, "Gee, we had a good time! We 

really laughed and laughed about that evening." 

BALTER: The sense of community, I assume, that you're 

talking about--

McGRATH: Was a part of it, yes. 

BALTER: --was that something that--I don't want to 

presuppose this or prejudge it--but was that something that 

began to dissipate later in the fifties and the late 

forties? 

McGRATH: Yes, yes. Yes it did. 

BALTER: So these were the good times in the Communist 

Party? 

McGRATH: I think so. So many people were poor that I 

knew, and we developed not only a community of spirit and 

of sense of like-mindedness, but we shared things. 

Gasoline was twenty-five cents a gallon, but you wouldn't 

dream of--people that you knew who didn't have money--you 

wouldn't dream of getting into somebody else's car without 

offering to put your ten cents or fifteen cents or a 

quarter to help buy the gasoline. There was a great deal 

of mutual concern and helping each other. 

Then later on during the war periods, when things were 

rationed, we pooled ration cards. We gave each other the 
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things that we didn't use. I didn't use a lot of sugar, but 

somebody else was short of sugar. During the WPA days--

Now this is prewar, right? During the WPA days, the people 

with food stamps or the equivalent--did they call them food 

stamps?--or whatever-- But they were food stamps, in 

fact. So people on the WPA, artists that we knew, would 

pool their resources. Since you couldn't use food stamps 

for wine, Max and I, who were making this fabulous amount 

of money of fifty dollars a week, we'd buy the things with 

cash that weren't available for food stamps, and these 

other people, being very inventive, would get the foods 

that you were allowed to get. By pooling this and putting 

it together, we would have occasional feasts, just 

marvelous times. 

Again, I want to localize this. Because at the same 

time we were doing this and having a blast, having a 

wonderful time, the migratory workers were starving. So 

this was not a general thing. But this was my experience, 

that we were in a situation where times were lousy, and we 

were making the best of them and having a good time, and 

going to the WPA Theater for fifteen cents a seat and 

seeing the best theater, and going to concerts for ten 

cents and, if you really felt you wanted to splurge, 

twenty-five cents, and so on. So there was, there was the 

camaraderie, there was the closeness. There was the 
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cooperation and a feeling that we were doing good things, 

we were in the good cause. 

BALTER: The good fight. 

McGRATH: The good fight. 

BALTER: Now let's talk just a little bit more about the 

New Negro Theater. When did that get started? How long 

did it go on? 

McGRATH: It was short-lived. It had to be in maybe '40, 

'41. There wasn't any real support for it. It was some 

people who couldn't act in any other way. I think one of 

the actors, only one, who was a very young man at the time, 

I saw, maybe ten years ago, I saw him as a man my age then, 

having a character part in a major film. But he's the only 

one I've ever heard of again or seen. 

BALTER: Do you remember who that was? 

McGRATH: No, I don't even remember his name. 

BALTER: Do you remember the names of any of the people who 

were involved in--? 

McGRATH: Not a one. 

BALTER: Or who directed it? 

McGRATH: No. It was a minor undertaking. I am sure that 

if anybody of that group had become known, I would have 

remembered them, but nobody-- Except for this one man, who 

had obviously been doing maybe little parts and had a 

character part that I noticed. I guess it was the first 
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time that I noticed because he had a credit even. Then 

that reminded me that he was one of the people. But I 

don't remember his name, no. 

BALTER: Now at one point, and I forget now--! don't have 

it right in front of me--exactly when this began, but some 

point fairly early, I believe, in 1942, when perhaps you 

would have still been working with the CIO, the evacuation 

of the Japanese into camps from the West Coast began, that 

whole episode. I'm wondering what your memories are of 

that, particularly in regards to the role of the Party, the 

role of the CIO, which, as I understand, supported that at 

the time, and in view of the fact that you had had some 

Nisei friends who you've mentioned who were very 

influential in your own political development. How did all 

that come together, as you remember it? 

McGRATH: I don't remember any opposition to it. I 

remember my own feeling of puzzlement, worry. I might be 

complimenting myself, which I'm trying not to do, to say 

that I was outraged about it, but I was very uncomfortable 

about it and thought it wasn't necessary. Do you remember 

the year that it was? 

BALTER: Well, it would have been early--

McGRATH: Early in the war. 

BALTER: In ' 4 2. 

McGRATH: Early in '42. 
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BALTER: Well, I'm not sure how early, but it would have 

been the first half of '42, I would think, or perhaps the 

summer of '42. 

McGRATH: All right. Now if I had already met Carey and 

was working on the Sleepy Lagoon case, I would have had my 

feelings about that reinforced by Carey because-- And I 

think I was, I think I was. I would have had my feelings 

reinforced by Carey, who was absolutely opposed to sending 

the Nisei and even the Issei to concentration camps. He 

was the only one who kept pointing out, "They're not doing 

it in Hawaii. There's no need to do it in Hawaii; there's 

absolutely no need to do it here. It is disgraceful and it 

is outrageous that it should be happening in California." 

Carey Mcwilliams, in my acquaintance--somebody has told me 

that there were other people in the East who also spoke out 

against this--but in my acquaintance, the only person who 

was openly opposed to that event when it happened was Carey 

McWilliams. 

I was disappointed that the Party and the CIO and so 

on couldn't find a way of opposing it without--

Everything, from that point on, everything for the war 

effort. Don't say anything bad about the government 

because we're in the war effort. That was, I feel, one of 

the major ideological mistakes of the Communist Party. I 

don't know if they could have done it differently, I'm not 
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a theoretician. All I know is that in terms of 

discrimination, in terms of putting the Japanese in the 

concentration camps, in terms of the role of women, in 

terms of the unionization, in terms of all these things we 

were working for, we weren't allowed to criticize that 

these weren't going forward, because "There's a war going 

on, you know." 

BALTER: Did Carey McWilliams take the Communist Party to 

task either privately or publicly? 

McGRATH: No, he did not. Carey McWilliams was at all 

times-- Now, oh, just a minute, let me back up. I guess 

you could go through his writings. I didn't hear him say 

so. 

BALTER: In your experience. 

McGRATH: In my experience he didn't. Carey had the most 

extraordinary attitude toward the Communist Party. I don't 

know anybody else really who had the same attitude that he 

did at the time. And that is he recognized the existence 

of the Communist Party, he recognized the value of the work 

of the Communist Party, he had no objections to working 

with known communists or suspected, he didn't care about 

being called a communist. Whenever that name came up, he 

would say, "It's not the issue" and go on. He refused to 

waste any time either attacking or defending the Communist 

Party. It wasn't until he wrote The Education of Carey 
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Mcwilliams that he even said he was not a member of the 

Communist Party. He always avoided it by saying, "That is 

not the issue." 

BALTER: So he was accused back then. 

McGRATH: Oh, yes. Oh, absolutely. The other thing is 

that he was so tolerant of other people's views, even 

though he expressed his strongly, that it didn't seem to--I 

don't know whether it upset him or not--it didn't seem to 

upset him if people wanted to do something different. Now 

I'm not talking in terms of very important things like 

sending the Japanese away. But on some sort of little 

strategic thing or some way of expressing something, if 

people wanted to express it one way and he thought it might 

be another, he would, you know, "You say what you want to 

say, that's perfectly all right. You have a right to say 

it." Then he might go off and say it in a different way 

himself. But he was so nonadversarial in his whole outlook 

that he was also nonadversarial even with the Communist 

Party, even when he didn't agree with them. So it made him 

so marvelous to be with because I totally trusted him in 

his comments. I felt that he was never taking a position 

because he wanted to defend his position as against the 

position of someone else. Express his opinion, you express 

yours, and then we'll see, time will tell which of us is 

right. It was pretty much his attitude. 
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Carey was, you know--or I'll say--that Carey was the 

person who most affected the conduct of my life of any 

living person I was in contact with. The reason I say "any 

living person" is I can think of a couple of writers that I 

think had a powerful impact on me at one time or another. 

But being with Carey, listening to Carey, paying attention 

to Carey, was the strongest influence in my life. Today, 

even--I mean literally today--it will sometimes occur to me 

to think about something and wonder, "What would Carey have 

thought about that? I wonder how Carey would have 

responded to that?" It's a thing that seems to make me 

able to come to a balance about something. If I have a 

concern, "Is this right? Is it wrong? How do I feel about 

something?" Well, what do I remember, what would I imagine 

Carey to say or think? 

BALTER: We'll be talking a lot about him again very 

soon. Before we conclude for today and pick it up next 

time, I did have one last thing I wanted to ask you, and 

this would be in regards to the ACLU [American Civil 

Liberties Union]. You mentioned that Carey Mcwilliams was 

the only person you were aware of who actually opposed 

it. I'm remembering that, although there were some 

disagreements between the East Coast and West Coast ACLU on 

this, the West Coast ACLU did get involved in litigation of 

various types, attempting to oppose the evacuation in 

certain ways. 
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McGRATH: At that time? 

BALTER: At that time, yes. It also comes to mind that I 

remember you mentioning to me, in some preliminary 

discussions, that Fred Okrand--who just retired recently as 

the legal director of the ACLU and who was involved in this 

litigation--that his uncle was your dentist when you were a 

little girl. 

McGRATH: Yes. My dentist was Fred Okrand's uncle, and 

when I was going to Dr. Okrand he was on Central Avenue. 

Now I was about twelve years old because I remember going 

there on the streetcar by myself, and I wouldn't have, I 

think, younger than that. Central Avenue was still not 

entirely black, and the reason Okrand was there on Central 

Avenue, like about Twenty-second [Avenue] and Central, was 

that Central Avenue, the area, had been Jewish and was in 

transition from being Jewish to becoming black. The Jewish 

people were beginning to move into Boyle Heights, something 

that happened fairly rapidly then, afterwards, and it 

wasn't too long after that the whole Central area was the 

black area. But, yes, Dr. Okrand was my dentist. 

BALTER: Do you remember his first name? 

McGRATH: No, because I don't think I ever called him 

anything except "Dr." Okrand. [laughter] 

BALTER: At this time that we're talking about, did you 

know Fred Okrand or did you have occasion to--? 
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McGRATH: No. No, I think Fred Okrand is younger than I 

am, isn't he? 

BALTER: I think he's your same age. 

McGRATH: Is he? 

BALTER: I think he was born the same year, as I 

remember. 

McGRATH: Okay. Well, then he would have been twelve years 

old and I would have had no reason to know him. 

BALTER: 

McGRATH: 

BALTER: 

I see. But then later on when you became active-

No, I didn't know him. 

How about the ACLU? Did you at that time ever 

have occasion to have contact with the ACLU? 

McGRATH: I don't recall having anything much to do with 

ACLU, because I didn't remember Okrand's name from then, 

and unless there were some other names that you might 

dangle out for me to try to remember, I don't think I 

remember them. 

BALTER: Well, I'll dangle one last name, although it would 

not be an ACLU name--as a matter of fact, split with the 

ACLU over this Japanese evacuation--but when you were 

working with the CIO did you have occasion to run across 

Leo Gallagher? 

McGRATH: Oh, I met Leo Gallagher, but briefly. I think 

that maybe Ben Margolis was still in partnership with him 

at that time: there was Gallagher, Katz, and Margolis. 
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See, I met Leo Gallagher, but only briefly, through LaRue 

McCormick, and the stories that I heard about Leo Gallagher 

were mainly from LaRue McCormick, who had worked with him 

very closely as an IWW [Industrial Workers of the World] 

lady and going out into the fields where the migratory 

workers were and finding the cases for Leo Gallagher to 

follow up on. But I didn't really know him. I met him, 

and he was pretty much along in years then I think. 

BALTER: The stories that LaRue told you, what did they 

consist of? 

McGRATH: Well, my favorite story was of going into the 

area where there were agricultural workers whose rights 

were constantly being violated and nothing much 

happening. LaRue going there and finding some particularly 

awful case, coming back to Los Angeles, waking Leo up and 

saying, "This man has a hearing in the morning, and 

probably he's going to be deported with it, leaving his 

family here. Something awful is going to happen to him in 

the morning, and you have to do it, Leo." Leo spending 

most of the evening reading about the case, going up to 

wherever this thing was going to happen and well prepared 

and absolutely positive that he is going to save this man 

from deportation or whatever it is. Court is called to 

order. The judge takes the case out, calls the case, looks 

at it briefly, takes a couple of minutes to look at it, and 
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says , " Case dismissed ." And Leo Gallagher saying , " This is 

an outrage, your honor !" [laughter] 

BALTER : Have you remained in touch with LaRue McCormick 

over the years? 

McGRATH : I haven ' t for many , many years . I would like to 

talk about that a little bit when we go into the Sleepy 

Lagoon case . But , no , I haven ' t. She is the person who 

discovered the S l eepy Lagoon case. We must remember that 

when we get to it . 

BALTER: I think that ' s going to do it for today . Next 

time we'll get you out of the hospital and into the Sleepy 

Lagoon . 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE TWO 

JANUARY 20, 1985 

BALTER: Alice, last time I promised that we would get you 

out of the hospital and cured of your ailments. What I'd 

like to do is start off at that point. 

McGRATH: Well, let's get me back in the hospital, because 

I don't think we mentioned the fact that I had pleurisy. 

But that was before antibiotics, a long time ago. 

Antibiotics are just part of your life, but we didn't have 

them then. So something like pleurisy, which today I think 

would be matter of-- If in the hospital at all, it would be 

a few days. But it was life threatening if it weren't 

treated properly. I was in the hospital for almost a 

month. Finally I was discharged, but--

BALTER: Which hospital were you in, by the way? 

McGRATH: It was a Catholic hospital, and I'm trying to 

remember which one it was. I don't remember now. I 

probably could recall it later, but I don't remember. I 

was living in Los Angeles and it was-- I think Temple 

[Street] and Alvarado [Street]. It was someplace like 

that. There's a Catholic hospital, Saint Joseph's or 

something? 

BALTER: Is it Saint Vincent's hospital [Saint Vincent 

Medical Center] over there? 

McGRATH: Saint Vincent's. Saint Vincent's. 
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BALTER: At Third [Street] and Alvarado, I think. 

McGRATH: I think I was in Saint Vincent's, but I wouldn't 

swear to it. When I got out of the hospital, I was not 

very full of energy. Again, the treatment for that kind of 

ailment was very different from what it would be. First of 

all, having been in bed for almost a month, I was pretty 

weak. They didn't make us get up and walk around the way 

they do with patients now, keep them moving. Also, the 

time I was in the hospital, I really did not pay much 

attention to what was going on in the world. When I got 

out of the hospital, I was home doing nothing much except 

convalescing, being up, taking little sun baths. 

Now the Sleepy Lagoon trial had been going on for 

weeks. It had started before I went to the hospital, but I 

really wasn't paying that much attention to it. At the 

CIO, I had met George Shibley, who was one of the defense 

lawyers, and George was a labor lawyer. LaRue McCormick 

had involved George in the defense. He'd come into the 

case, not in the very beginning, I think that the trial had 

been going on for days or even a week before George got 

involved in it. George was very busy trying to catch up 

with and read the trial transcripts and George asked me if 

I would do a resum~ of the trial transcript. The reason he 

asked me was that he knew me and he knew that I was sort of 

loafing around at home. He brought me the transcript and 
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explained how to do the resum~, to leave out all the urn's 

and uh's and repetitions and extraneous matter and only 

give him the information that had relevance. I passed his 

test. I did a couple of them, and then he brought them to 

me every day for a couple of weeks. I was getting close to 

the end of the trial, but as I was reading the trial 

transcript, I became outraged and horrified. I couldn't 

believe what I was reading in the transcript. The bias of 

the judge was so blatant and the tone of the trial was so 

apparent and unfair in the transcript. The insults of 

Judge [Charles] Fricke, the comments, the kind of comments 

that he made to the prosecution, his evident support for 

the prosecution, his apparent, obvious, and blatant 

animosity toward the defense and the defense lawyers came 

across in the transcript. 

BALTER: Let me just ask you, did you sit in on the 

trial? 

McGRATH: Well, I'm just getting to that. 

BALTER: Okay. 

McGRATH: Okay. So I was becoming well as I was doing 

this. It wasn't much work, in fact. Couldn't have been 

more than a couple of hours a day to do this. Just toward 

the very end of the trial did I feel well enough and able 

to dress and go downtown on the streetcar--I didn't have a 

car, I didn't know how to drive even--and I went down to 
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the courtroom very close to the end of the trial. It was 

discouraging because the tone, the atmosphere, in the 

courtroom was so heavily antagonistic toward the 

defendants. The defense lawyers, the defense, seemed a 

shambles. George Shibley and Ben [Benjamin] Van Tress, of 

the five or six lawyers who were involved in the trial, 

were the only ones-- Only George and Ben were clearly 

laying the groundwork for an appeal. I didn't have enough 

experience to recognize tha~, but I did have enough 

intelligence to recognize that what was going on in that 

courtroom was weird. There wasn't a defense for all of the 

defendants, except that which Ben and George were putting 

on, and they were not attorneys for all of the 

defendants. But I couldn't see how it could help but end 

in something just awful, since a couple of the lawyers were 

trying to represent their defendants without any regard for 

what were the fundamental issues in this case and simply 

trying to excuse their defendants on the grounds that the 

others might be guilty but their defendant wasn't. Big 

help in a conspiracy case to bring that up. 

I sat through the last few days or week of the trial 

just heartsick, because I'd become involved through the 

reading of the transcript, but when I saw what was 

happening, it was more touching, more tragic, more 

enraging. Since I was without an assignment at that point--
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I had not been to the CIO for a couple of months by then-

and didn't have any particular obligation any place, I said 

to myself that I was going to be involved in this case. 

Clearly they were going to be found guilty, although I 

didn't know or anticipate how awful the verdicts were going 

to be. But I didn't have any expectation that they were 

going to get off. 

On the day that the verdict was brought in, I was 

there, and it was this peculiar verdict of mixed verdict. 

The charge was conspiracy, and, as you know, in a 

conspiracy case, there isn't any such thing as-- I mean, if 

a true conspiracy exists and is proven, there isn't any 

such thing as degree of guilt: anybody involved in the 

conspiracy is equally guilty. There's a very recent case 

in which a man, as we're speaking here in 1985, there's a 

case in which a man has been condemned to death, actually 

put to death, for his part in a conspiracy to commit murder 

where he did not pull the trigger. Someone else did. 

BALTER: Right. Just a few days ago. 

McGRATH: Just a few days ago. But the degree of guilt in 

a conspiracy, if it is deemed to have been proven, is 

equal. So in the Sleepy Lagoon case--which is in law known 
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as the People of the State of California v. Zammora,* et al.--

in this case where conspiracy was charged, the jury either 

didn't understand the conspiracy theory, didn't care about 

it, or the judge's instructions, which I don't recall but 

which I'm sure are in the records someplace, may not have 

clarified it for them. Because if a conspiracy had been 

proven, then twenty-two defendants would have been equally 

guilty of whatever it was they were found guilty of. 

Instead, the jury came back with this peculiar verdict 

of three of the twenty-two are found guilty of murder in 

the first degree, nine of murder in the second degree, and 

five of assault, and five are acquitted. And there just 

isn't anything in the transcript to make any sense of this. 

First of all, it does not square with the conspiracy 

theory. There is nothing in the transcript that puts any 

of the defendants near the man who died that night. So 

unless they had been able to prove conspiracy, there is no 

evidence. There is no evidence against any of the 

defendants of murder, so that they certainly would have had 

to be found guilty of conspiracy if there was any legal 

justification for it or if there is any legal basis for 

it. But they don't even do that. Nothing in the trial 

* The correct spelling is Zamora, but official 
records misspell it, adding an extra "m " 
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transcript puts any one of the defendants near the man, 

Jos~ Diaz, who died that night, and yet they're clearly not 

applying the conspiracy theory. 

After the verdict, George took me up--and that was the 

first time I had met the defendants--he took me up to the 

jail and introduced me and said I had been helping him. I 

told the defendants--! don't know if I met all of them or a 

few of them--but I did say that an appeal would go forward, 

a legal appeal would go forward, and that I intended to 

work on this case to the end. I'm not sure that all of 

them, or any of them, believed me at that point. They'd 

never seen me before. I have an impression, but an 

impression, not a clear memory, that some of them may have 

said, "Wonderful, glad to have you" and nthers might have 

said, "What's in it for you?" or ''What are you doing this 

for?" It was at that point that I really dealt myself into 

the Sleepy Lagoon case. It was not an assignment. I 

wasn't even asked or requested. I just dealt myself in. 

BALTER: Let me ask you this about that. You've told me 

about this sense of outrage that you had from what you 

witnessed in the courtroom and so on. Were there other 

things going on in your life, both personally or 

politically, at that time that made you ready to sort of 

leap into what would be a very long-term commitment? 
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McGRATH: Well, you know I've already told you that I had 

the feeling that the fundamental problems in the United 

States-- And one was a question of racism. I really felt 

that racism was, even more than the question of class, 

which would have been heretical for me as a communist at 

that time, that racism was fundamental as an impediment to 

any kind of progressive organization in this country. I 

hadn't thought of that when I was seventeen, but I'm now 

twenty-four years old and I've been in the Communist Party 

for a couple of years and been talking about these things 

more than just kind of wondering about them. I'm sure that 

at that time I didn't articulate it in the way that I'm 

articulating it now. But I certainly had the feeling that 

if I could db anything at all in the sense of social 

action, my choice would be to do it in the area of 

discrimination, prejudice, racism. And here it was, just 

sort of saying, "Well, you feel like this, and here is the 

issue. Here it is." So I really chose it because I had 

been preparing to choose it, but I didn't know that it was 

going to happen. It was an accident of all my social 

development and my political thought colliding with a case 

in which these things were so blatant and obviously racist 

that it simply invited me in. The situation invited me 

in. 
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A lot of thought has gone into the question why do 

people do the kinds of things they do? I'm just not 

talking about myself now, but I think it's important in 

terms of historians trying to figure out what places people 

in a situation in which they act in a certain way. I'm 

convinced that the answer's so complex that to look for an 

answer is almost, you know, it's almost a lifetime project 

to figure it out. [tape recorder off] The closest I can 

come to suggesting an answer for it, instead of trying to 

figure out why I did what I did, would be to read Kenneth 

Burke's book called A Grammar of Motives, published by 

University of California Press. It was originally 

published in 1945. No, in 1969, the California edition. 

Burke devotes a long, very difficult book to that 

subject. 

BALTER: Okay. Back to a less philosophical question 

[mutual laughter], and that is, during the trial itself, to 

your recollection, was there any defense work or defense 

committee that had sprung up? 

McGRATH: Oh, yes. Almost immediately, when the trial 

started, LaRue McCormick, who discovered this case, in the 

sense that she discovered what was going on, was 

responsible for putting together what was at first an ad 

hoc committee, but it stayed together through the whole 

trial. It was called the Citizens Committee for the 
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Defense of Mexican-American Youth, and it had a number of 

labor and film people. Although, after the verdict and the 

sentencing, that committee didn't really exist in the same 

form, the committee which was later known as the Sleepy 

Lagoon Defense Committee took off from that ad hoc 

committee and we called ourselves the Citizens Committee 

for the Defense of Mexican-American Youth for a while. 

Carey was on the original committee, but when he became the 

national chairman is when we changed the name of the 

committee to the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee, which 

just seemed an easier and more interesting title for the 

committee. 

BALTER: Did you attend any meetings or were you active 

with the committee before the appeal began? 

McGRATH: No, no. Well, not before the-- I became 

involved, you would say full-time, the day they were 

convicted and soon after sentenced. I began to go to 

meetings and was-- Well, I was really involved full-time 

immediately. Although the appeal didn't begin immediately, 

the committee clearly was going to be reorganized and fund 

an appeal. But I was active full-time from almost the day, 

I would say, of their conviction. 

BALTER: You said that you went to visit them in the 

jail. Was this before most of them were transferred up to 

[California State Prison at] San Quentin? 
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McGRATH: Right. I met them for the first day on the day 

of the conviction. You know, the verdicts came in and they 

were found guilty in these various degrees. The sentencing 

was some days later. But I had already met them. It was 

on the day they were convicted, the day they lost the 

trial, that I first met them. 

BALTER: I have the impression, and of course the trial 

transcript is many volumes long, and of course I--

McGRATH: Six thousand pages, isn't it? 

BALTER: Obviously I didn't read the whole thing, but I 

read some excerpts here and there and also read the 

appellate decision finally when you won the case. What I 

want to do is check my impression against yours. When you 

were talking about the inconsistencies in the way that the 

jury came down with their verdicts, I had the impression, 

at least from what I read, that--and as the appeals court 

pointed out, there wasn't any evidence connecting anybody 

directly with the murder of Diaz--that the jury perhaps 

came down with its verdict depending on how involved 

particular defendants might have been in the fracas at the 

party at the house near by. 

McGRATH: No, that doesn't even seem to be true. In fact, 

the most damaging, if you can call it that, testimony about 

one of the defendants was that he was seen with a knife. 

Not near Diaz, nor did Diaz have knife wounds, but it was 
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the closest that any testimony came to damaging evidence 

against one of the defendants, and he was one of those who 

was found guilty of second-degree murder. Also, there were 

two of the defendants who were called Bobby. If anything 

the Bobby who was said to be, you know, was one of the 

three found guilty of first-degree murder, they may have 

meant the other Bobby. It was very hard to tell. 

BALTER: There was Robert Telles--

McGRATH: Yes, who was called Bobby. And then Victor 

Thompson was also known as Bobby Levine. Now it was clear, 

at least to me, there is a kind of awful rationality in 

Henry Leyvas being found one of the three. Because the 

prosecution alleged that it was because Henry had been 

beaten up earlier or had been in a fight earlier that the 

so-called conspiracy developed, resulted as part of that. 

So Henry Leyvas, his name was mentioned more prominently, 

though no one said that they ever saw Henry near Jos~ 

Diaz. So in that sense, you might say, well, I could 

understand that, but not in terms of law or evidence or 

anything, but in terms of prejudice. You'd be more 

prejudiced against Henry, having heard his name more and 

having heard him mentioned as the ringleader, as the gang 

leader. 

The other two, Chepe Ruiz and Bobby Telles, who were 

the other two convicted of first-degree murder, seeing even 
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the little bit I saw, reading the transcript, I can't 

imagine anything in the material itself that would have led 

to that. I can't see anything in the transcript that would 

differentiate those who got second-degree murder and those 

who got assault. I can't see anything in the transcript, 

really, that would differentiate those who got assault and 

those who were found to be not guilty. There isn't 

anything clear-cut in that. It doesn't make sense. Even 

in a nutty way it doesn't make sense, even in a way where 

you would ascribe the decisions on the basis of how much 

prejudice or what an effect or what an impression the 

defendants would make. It seems so capricious. 

BALTER: Chepe is Jos~ Ruiz [pronounces it "Roa-is"], 

right? 

McGRATH: Jos~ Ruiz. 

R-u-i-z is pronounced 

Let's get some good pronunciation. 

"Ru-eese" really. Chepe was his 

nickname. He was the youngest of the group, by the way, 

and he was the only one who was a Mexican citizen. It was 

because of his presence in the case that the Mexican 

consulate played a very small public role, but a very 

important private role, with helping the committee. 

BALTER: This was Mr. Vicente Peralta? 

McGRATH: Vicente Coronel Peralta was the consul general 

[tape recorder off], and there was Manuel Aguilar, who was 

the consulate, the consulate of Los Angeles. Peralta was 

the consul general from Mexico. 
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BALTER: In Mexico City? 

McGRATH: No, he was here in Los Angeles, but he was the 

consul general. He was the consul, not just for Los 

Angeles but either for the whole western area or perhaps 

for the country, I don't know. But he was stationed in Los 

Angeles. But Manuel Aguilar was also the person with whom 

I corresponded. I find a letter dated May 15, 1944, in 

which I tell Mr. Aguilar that the oral arguments are being 

held on that date, May 15, 1944. I was a full-time 

volunteer for a while. Somewhere, we'll be able to place 

the date. After a time, Carey McWilliams asked that I be 

made the executive secretary, and it's from that date that 

I have letters that place people such as Aguilar and 

Peralta as helping us. 

BALTER: You say that they played a very important private 

role. Can you elaborate on that a little bit? 

McGRATH: Yes. When the committee began to work, after the 

conviction, and it was determined that there was going to 

be a legal appeal, which Ben Margolis was going to head, 

the function of the committee itself was to do two 

things: To raise money to pay for the legal appeal and, in 

the process and as part of the same work, to publicize the 

nature of the injustice of the case. Through publicity to 

raise consciousness and through publicity to raise money. 
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We had very little support in the beginning from the 

Mexicano, Mexican-American, community. The support that 

the committee had, both as the Citizens Committee for the 

Defense of Mexican-American Youth and up and into almost 

the period that we were Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee, 

the support that we had from Mexican-Americans-- The kinds 

of people that we would now call either Mexicano, which is 

a term still used by a lot of people, or Chicano. We did 

not use the term Chicano in those days. That was not a 

flattering word; in fact, it had a slightly pejorative 

connotation. 

It was part of my job to get support from Mexicans, 

Mexicanos, Mexicano-Arnericano, and in the course of doing 

that, I got the help of Peralta. For instance, I would 

call a Mexican doctor or a Mexican businessman or a Mexican 

journalist, and Peralta would call and alert them to the 

fact that I was going to be calling them. It was with his 

help that I was able to get in to see certain people. It 

would not have been easy--I'm not saying it would have been 

impossible--but it would not have been easy. 

The people who were helping who were-- Let's use the 

word Chicano. It's easier to say now that we will describe 

people who would have been called either Mexican-American 

or Mexicano but would now be more recognizable if we said 

Chicano or Mexican. They were people in the CIO or people 
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who were identified as being very progressive already. 

When I say that we didn't have community support, I don't 

mean that there were no Chicanos or Mexicans who supported 

us. But those who did were very definitely already 

committed to progressive causes, and what we needed was 

people who were not that identified who could recognize 

this as an injustice, as racist. We considered it to be an 

important step in identifying this case as a racist case 

when one of the editors of La Opini6n came on to the list 

of sponsors. Because when the trial was going on, La 

Opini6n did not support the position that this was a trial 

of prejudice, that it was a racist trial, but in the same 

way that today the press always reports gang violence in a 

particular way which has racist overtones, always, La 

Opini6n was more or less supporting the idea that these 

were bad boys and it would be good for the community if 

they were identified and punished. But they did 

eventually, not right away, recognize the trial as being 

really anti-Mexican. It was simply anti-Mexican. 

So it was by helping the committee get the support of 

people who were not already identified as supporting 

progressive causes that the consulate was helpful. 

BALTER: Going back a bit, we've mentioned two people who 

were very important in all this: LaRue McCormick and Carey 

McWilliams. What do you recall about LaRue and her 
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activity in the committee in those early days and how well 

did you know her? 

McGRATH: Well, I haven't seen LaRue for many, many 

years. I first met her on the committee and was enormously 

impressed with her as being lively, intelligent, committed, 

personable, wonderful. We were friendly through the first, 

maybe through the whole period, but I remember in the 

beginning of the appeal seeing more of LaRue. I thought 

very highly of her. I was fond of her. I thought she was 

extremely bright. She was somewhat older than I am, though 

I don't know how old. I was twenty-four. Maybe she was 

thirty-four, which made her seem to me as extremely 

mature. [laughter] Maybe she wasn't even that much older 

than I was. But she had been active in the IWW, had been 

active with Leo Gallagher, was an experienced person in 

social activism, and I was really a novice. So I just 

thought she was wonderful. 

BALTER: Now Carey McWilliams--and we're going to talk 

about him in a second--in his UCLA oral history, he 

mentions her and he also says that when he agreed to chair 

the committee, he agreed to do so, but insisted that it be 

broadened out. He didn't really elaborate in his oral 

history about what he meant by that exactly. Now, of 

course, LaRue McCormick was an open member of the Communist 

Party. Was there any connection, in terms of politics, 
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that Carey might have been referring to at that time in 

terms of broadening out? What was the political nature of 

the committee? 

McGRATH: Well, yes, I think the committee was made up of 

people who were already recognized as either left or 

progressive. It was Carey's idea that we really should go 

out after people who were like the editor of La Opini6n, 

who were not already known to be left or progressive. It 

was Carey's feeling that even conservatives, political 

conservatives of good will, that there are such people who 

believe in the old-fashioned notion of a fair trial, for 

instance, who might not necessarily believe in any of the 

other things that people like me believe in, but who are 

sincere in their notion that what we have in the United 

States is the possibility of a fair trial. I'm not so sure 

that I altogether agree with that, but I do believe that 

there are people who believe that we should have and do 

have and when they see examples to the contrary are willing 

to oppose it. I think Carey felt that this was one of 

those cases in which people did not necessarily have to be 

radical or progressive, that they simply had to be decent 

people opposed to an unfair trial. 

You know, Carey was never afraid of the consequences 

of being called a communist or a left. Carey was never 

worried about people of the left or Communist Party members 
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working on something he believed in. That wasn't his point 

at all. His point was it was fine for left, progressive, 

communist people, but let's not limit it to that. That 

would have been his point. I don't know if we talked about 

this before, but it wasn't until Carey wrote his very last 

book, which was The Education of Carey McWilliams, that he 

would even respond to the question "Are you a communist? 

Are you or have you ever been?" In which he said he was 

not a communist and had never been a member of the 

Communist Party. But all through his active days, he 

refused to respond - to that by saying, "That is not the 

issue." He was less concerned about that than anybody I 

know. Even more than that, Carey said and perhaps wrote, I 

don't recall, perhaps it's in the last book, but I know 

that Carey has said on more than one occasion that the 

progressive achievements through the thirties and I think 

through the history of California-- He's acknowledged that 

the activities, the active and energetic and generous 

participation of members of the Communist Party were 

terribly important in progressive causes in California. He 

appreciates them and compliments them. He's not afraid of 

Saying, "There were communists in certain campaigns or in 

certain causes." But I think he was correct to say this is 

something that more people than just the left should care 

about and should respond to. 
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BALTER: How did it come about that Carey was asked or 

became the national chairman of the committee? 

McGRATH: I don't know. He was on the original ad hoc 

committee. Then I suppose there must have been an 

executive board meeting. The material that I have doesn't 

remind me of who might have been the executive board. 

[tape recorder off] 

BALTER: Was Carey's role a very active one? 

McGRATH: Yes, he was always active. He was always 

available for advice, conferencing, whatever; he came to 

the meetings; he took part in all of the decisions. He 

wrote and read the letters that went out over his 

signature, and he spoke about the case. He felt that it 

was a tremendously important case. In fact, in one of the 

letters that was sent out, he acknowledged that he was 

extremely busy--he was writing, he was working on a book 

and so on--but he felt that this case was too important for · 

him to refuse to accept the role of national chairman. 

As you know now, Carey was one of the few people who, 

throughout the period of the Second World War, "the good 

war," complained when discrimination was practiced and then 

excused on the grounds that we mustn't complain about it 

because it will hurt the war effort, who objected to the 

so-called relocation, which was putting Japanese and 

Japanese-Americans in concentration camps. Carey could not 
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accept the excuse that there was a war going on. "You know 

there's a war going on" was the answer to anybody's 

complaints about anything or requests about anything. 

Carey simply thought that that wasn't the issue, that if 

you were fighting a war against discrimination that that 

was no reason to forgive discrimination. 

He was extremely helpful. For me personally, the 

chance to work with Carey for the period of the Sleepy 

Lagoon case was the equivalent of a tremendous education. 

I still think of C~rey as the living person who most 

affected the conduct of my life. 
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JANUARY 20, 1985 

McGRATH: We're talking about Carey McWilliams. For 

myself, in a very personal way, personal, political, I 

guess, the opportunity to work with Carey during the period 

of the Sleepy Lagoon case was the luckiest thing that ever 

happened to me. I feel that I learned so much from him. 

He was not a teacher-preacher. It's just that his example 

was so marvelous and his attitudes were so incredibly 

good. I guess I would say that I would describe Carey as 

the single living person who affected the conduct of my 

life. [pause] I don't hear the syntax of what I just 

said, but what I mean is he is the person who affected the 

conduct of my life more than any other living person that I 

can think of. He did it by his response to the things that 

would trouble me or puzzle me. 

When I came to Carey with problems, his response 

usually had something to do with "What is the issue?" As 

an example, I had come to the case not knowing anything 

about the defendants, and early on, I got the notion that 

one of the defendants was just not an adorable, clean-cut 

American boy, which shouldn't have surprised me, but which 

did trouble me. I went to Carey, said, "Do you know that I 

have just heard about one of the defendants that he's been 

in trouble before, that he doesn't have a good reputation," 
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whatever it was. Carey's response to that was "That's not 

the issue. 11 When anything came up that was a problem in 

trying to work with other people or get other people's help 

or responding, say, to criticisms, Carey would always point 

out what the issue was. Now, clearly, because of the 

number of left people who were associated with the 

committee, the whole committee was called communist. My 

response was "How do we deal with that?" Carey's response 

to that was "It's not the issue. 11 

BALTER: On this issue of red-baiting the committee, while 

you're mentioning that, did that come from any very 

specific direction? 

McGRATH: Oh, it came from many directions. One of the 

directions that it came from that was disruptive to the 

work of the committee was that the priest in the parish 

where most of the defendants came from regularly gave 

sermons against the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee, which 

was very difficult for the parents, some of whom didn't 

really know why we were there anyway, some of whom didn't 

care. The parents ranged all the way from total 

noninvolvement to total involvement, so that, like the 

defendants themselves, who had attitudes ranging from "I 

don't know what you're here for" to "Thank goodness you're 

here and what can we do to help you"-- So the red-baiting 

was a problem with some of the parents who wanted to help 
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us but were worried that the-- The priest was telling them 

that they shouldn't have anything to do with us. 

BALTER: Do you remember the priest's name? 

McGRATH: No, I never did know it. The only priest's name 

that I know was the one who came onto our committee who was 

not in that parish and who himself brought up the issue of 

the red-baiting and answered it himself by saying, "Well, I 

suppose there would be people there I might not want to be 

associated with on political things, but that isn't the 

issue." That was Father [Manuel A.] Canseco, who came onto 

our sponsoring board. He was the Reverend M. A. Canseco, 

and I don't know-- He just used his initials. Red-baiting 

was all through the period of the committee's work, but 

that really didn't surprise me that much because I think 

red-baiting has always been part of the opposition to 

antiracist activity and anybody who's antiracist can expect 

that. The other person who responded to that was Charlotta 

Bass, whose newspaper, the California Eagle, was in fact 

one of the first newspapers to recognize the case ·as a 

racist case. Charlotta Bass was a Republican and a social 

activist and a very outspoken woman in her personal life 

and in her newspaper against racism, and who said in her 

book called Forty Years that anybody who engages in the 

struggle against racism can expect to be called a 

communist. Doesn't matter whether you're conununist or not, 
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that is going to be one of the consequences of being 

antiracist. So it's true. It was true before that and 

it's been true ever since the Sleepy Lagoon case that 

antiracism has always been red-baited. 

BALTER: In a little while, a little later in this, we'll 

go over the defendants one by one and talk about them as 

individuals. But how would you, if possible, how would you 

characterize them as a group? In other words, I have the 

impression that they weren't exactly little angels. As 

innocent as they were of these charges, at least some of 

them were involved in something resembling the gang 

activity, things like that. How would you characterize 

them? 

McGRATH: Actually, probably the Thirty-eighth Street gang 

was less like a gang that is the stereotype of the gang 

that we read about in the newspapers than some of the 

others. The Chicano gangs at that time and perhaps now, I 

don't know, ranged all the way from rather tight-knit, 

acting-together groups to kids who lived in the same 

neighborhood. It is my impression that Thirty-eighth 

Street, which was the gang that these guys were supposed to 

belong to, was really not a cohesive group and did not 

engage in planned activities, but sort of hung out 

together. The twenty-two defendants ranged all the way 

from kids who had never been in any kind of trouble before 
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then or since then to those who already had been convicted 

of at least misdemeanors. After they had done time because 

of being convicted in Sleepy Lagoon, some of the defendants 

were back in prison on various charges, including drugs, 

theft, whatever, and a couple of them did fairly long 

time. Some of them were never in any kind of trouble 

again. I really feel that in the case of this particular 

group of people that "gang" does not describe them. 

BALTER: In the sense that we know it today. 

McGRATH: That's right. I really don't think so. 

BALTER: By the way, to your knowledge, how many of the 

twenty-two were associated with the Thirty-eighth Street 

group at all? 

McGRATH: Well, they lived around that neighborhood, but 

how associated they were is unclear. Even within the 

group, there were subgroups, some more friendly with each 

other than others were. 

One of the points of contention that was a little 

difficult to hold down during the appeal, but which we were 

lucky to get away with, and that was a sore point with some 

of the defendants after the trial, was that some of them 

resented very much the nomination of Henry as the leader of 

the gang, Henry Leyvas. Because they. said, "We didn't have 

a leader." They were very positive about that: there was 

no leader. If Henry wanted to think of himself as the 
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leader, well, all right, that was that. Years and years 

and years later there was some animosity because, reading 

from the transcript and dramatizing, making it more 

dramatic even then it was before, Luis Valdez makes Henry 

not only the leader but the hero. A couple of the 

defendants were bitter about that. They felt that was 

opening up an old wound. 

BALTER: I know we'll talk about this a little later in 

detail, but I know that there was a lawsuit that was filed 

by some of the defendants. Do you feel that that might 

come out of this particular--? 

McGRATH: No, no, no. That really didn't. I'll talk about 

that. I don't mind telling about that. But that lawsuit 

had nothing, had no legal basis, it had no moral basis. 

That lawsuit was a result of mischief-making by a lawyer 

and a man who thought he was going to exploit the 

popularity of Zoot Suit to do something for television. 

That's another story, but I'll tell you about it. But that 

suit really had no basis in anything. It should never have 

happened. 

BALTER: In other words, the schism among the defendants 

was not really related to this. 

McGRATH: No, it wasn't. It was made to seem that way, but 

it really wasn't. 

BALTER: Well, going back to another question, related 
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perhaps. You were mentioning the fact that the involvement 

of the parents, for example, ranged from very involved to 

not at all. You'd also mentioned the fact that during the 

trial, different groups of defendants had different 

attorneys. What was involved in the process of essentially 

unifying the defendants under the banner of Ben Margolis 

and one appeal? Was that involved in any way or did people 

just pretty much fall along with them? 

McGRATH: They pretty much fell along with it. Because the 

alternative was nothing, particularly for the defendants 

who were given life sentences, which meant essentially 

seven to ten years. There was every reason for them to 

want an appeal to be carried forward. The difficulty that 

we had with a couple of the defendants was among those who 

had the five to life, because that meant essentially, with 

good behavior, as little as a year and a half in prison. 

Before the appeal was finished, several of the defendants 

were actually on parole, and several others were at Chino 

[California Institution for Men at Chino] in the process of 

being on parole. 

I think the closest that we came ever to losing a 

defendant was through misunderstanding, and that was with 

Ysmael Parra, you know, "Smiles." In the play Zoot Suit, 

the character called Smiley is a composite of Smiles and 

other people and an invention. But Smiles was crazy about 
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the play and came to see it, oh, dozens of times. We have 

pictures of Smiles with the actor who played him. He was 

really very, very proud that the play came out. But during 

the trial, Smiles was the oldest of the defendants. He was 

twenty-two, and he was married and had a child. When he 

was sent to prison, his wife was, I guess, on relief. 

Among the misconceptions about the committee, and as a 

corollary of red-baiting, was the accusation that we were 

getting a lot of money. In _my FBI file, not only are we 

getting a lot of money, but it's alleged that we are 

raising money, ostensibly for the defense of the Sleepy 

Lagoon defendants, but it is, of course, says the FBI file, 

it is, of course, going to the Communist Party. Well, of 

course, it was the other way around. People in the 

Communist Party were giving little fundraisers and raising 

money for Sleepy Lagoon defense. We in the Sleepy Lagoon 

defense did not give any money to the Communist Party. 

But as that was one of the accusations made, Smiles's 

wife came and asked for money from the committee. That was 

a really very difficult situation to handle, because all of 

them were poor. We were raising money for the appeal, and 

it seemed cruel but impossible to also raise money for the 

families. I am the one that she talked to and I'm the one 

who said to her, "We are having a hard enough time raising 

enough money that we need to keep the defense committee 
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going. We really are not rich; we don't have any money 

left over. In fact, we need all the help we can get for 

people to go out and collect money, and we have people who 

are going door to door." 

The next time that I went up to [California State 

Prison at] San Quentin, Smiles asked to see me alone and 

said, "I have to ask you to drop me from the case." My 

heart sank. That's all we needed was somebody to drop from 

the case, because, whatever the reason, you know that it 

was not going to be good for the kind of work we were 

doing. When I asked him why, he said, "Well, my wife has 

told me that she's supposed to go door to door and ask for 

money. I can't have my wife doing that, and if that is 

what the condition is, then you'll have to drop me from the 

case." I assured him that we had not asked her to do that 

and that the consequences of his leaving the case would be 

damaging to the case. So then he consented to stay. 

It's interesting that of all the defendants, Smiles 

was one of the most faithful in maintaining contact with me 

after the case and in expressing the fact that he realized 

that, after it was over-- He said, "I really couldn't know 

in prison, but after it was over, I know that you were good 

people trying to help us. I don't quite understand why, 

but I know that you're good people." 

Then he moved away from California, he went to New 
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Mexico or Arizona. He was a metalworker. He was one of 

the only ones, I think, who actually had a skill before 

this. And metalworkers, in those days, were employable 

pretty much of the time. But his wife divorced him or he 

divorced her, I don't know which, and he left town to work 

someplace else. 

Then I didn't hear of him after that for years and 

years until the play started. When he came back and when 

he showed up at the play, he met me at the intermission. I 

didn't realize he was there but recognized him, and it was 

a very cheerful and emotional reunion. He said to me, 11 You 

know, when this was going on, I knew how awful it was. But 

until I saw the play, I didn't realize how sad it was. 11 

BALTER: That's interesting. Was there fear among any of 

the defendants that waging an appeal was in some way 

sticking their necks out? Especially the ones who could 

have gotten out, as you say, in a year and a half or so 

on? I ask that question because I notice in one of the 

appeal newses--and I could pull out a citation if 

necessary--but in one of the appeal newses, there's a 

little section about the parole, and you repeat two or 

three times in there that the appeal will not affect the 

parole or vice versa. 

McGRATH: Yes, I'm sure a couple of them brought up the 

fact that since they were going to be paroled, what was the 
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use of the appeal. They weren't thinking ahead. Because 

just getting out on parole and even finishing their parole 

and being free, that was one thing. But if the case were 

reversed, then, of course, that removes the conviction. 

Just being paroled doesn't remove the conviction. They 

would still have on their records they were felons. So 

probably there was some other influence. I wouldn't know 

where it would come from. Maybe letters, maybe relatives, 

maybe-- I didn't know at the time and I wasn't told at the 

time, but they may have been told that better to be on 

parole than to be associated with the Sleepy Lagoon Defense 

Committee. But in the end, they all stayed. In the end, 

they all stayed. 

BALTER: By the way, the five defendants who got the 

assault convictions in L.A. county jail, were they part of 

the appeal? 

McGRATH: No, they weren't part of the appeal, because the 

time that they had spent in county jail was-- Their 

sentences were commuted. They had spent more time in 

county jail than the sentences would have been. 

BALTER: During the trial? 

McGRATH: Right, yes. 

BALTER: I see. So, in other words, none of those five--

Because they're almost like the missing five. 

McGRATH: They're the missing five, yes. 
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BALTER: None of them spent any additional time in jail? 

McGRATH: I don't think they did. If they did, it would 

have been a very short time. There's another missing group 

from this, which I hope we'll bring up at some future 

time. But the girlfriends of some of the defendants spent 

more time in prison than those who were convicted of 

murder. And they were convicted of nothing. They were 

sent up to the Ventura School for Girls, just on the 

grounds of having consorted with bad company. 

BALTER: That is something we should talk about, because I 

don't think that's very clear in the written record. 

McGRATH: No, it isn't, because it wasn't really part of 

the appeal either. There was a lot of bitterness about 

that among the girls because they felt that they had been 

ill-treated and no consideration given to them. But 

because of the very peculiar conditions of the law, there 

was no legal recourse for them. They were made wards of 

the state and we couldn't interfere. 

BALTER: They were treated as if they were juvenile 

delinquents? 

McGRATH: Yes, and the conditions at the Ventura School for 

Girls in those days were worse than at San Quentin. 

BALTER: Now, that's not, I don't think, a very well known 

part of this at all. Just to pursue that just a little bit 

further, was there any thought given at the time, do you 
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remember, to trying to challenge the state of the law in 

that regard? 

McGRATH: No, no. I made a couple of trips up to see the 

California Youth Authority, the head of the youth 

authority, whose name I don't know now. I actually went to 

Ventura School for Girls to visit them and was appalled by 

what I saw there. But it was as though we had our hands 

full. It was terrible, what was being done to the girls 

was criminal, but beyond our capability to act at that 

time. The law changed considerably after that, and the 

Ventura School for Girls, which is now just called the 

Ventura School, is coeducational now and the conditions are 

very different from what they were. They were a hundred 

years behind the times, even in terms of ordinary penal 

practice in the forties. 

BALTER: Why were they sent up here? Was there not a 

facility? 

McGRATH: No, this is one of the places where they sent 

people for long time. It was really at the whim of the 

court or until they were twenty-one, and some of those 

girls were like fourteen, fifteen years old. They also 

to get the consent of the parent. See, that was one of 

things that is so hard to deal with. Because a parent 

who's told, "We' re going to take your fifteen-year-old 

girl, who's hanging around with gang members or hanging 
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around on the street"--which they were doing--"and we're 

going to send her to school, but we need your consent." 

Once the consent is given-- And it isn't informed consent, 

it's a really contrived, manipulated event. But once the 

parent has given consent, it is very hard to do anything 

about it. But it was rotten. It was really rotten. 

BALTER: Do I understand that some of these girls stayed in 

the school even after--? 

McGRATH: Yes, yes. They were there longer than the 

defendants got out at San Quentin. 

BALTER: Did some of the fifteen or fourteen year olds stay 

until they were twenty-one? 

McGRATH: No. None of them stayed that long, no. 

BALTER: Just to conclude, one other thing I was asking you 

about, the five defendants who had the lesser charges of 

assault, why were they not included in the appeal for the 

purposes of overturning their conviction? 

McGRATH: Well, because the convictions were minor, for one 

thing. A conviction for assault doesn't make you a 

felon. It was the murder convictions that needed to be 

overturned. [tape recorder off) 

BALTER: I wanted to pick up on one thing that you were 

saying. You were mentioning what Carey McWilliams would 

say when people would say, "Well, there's a war going on. 

I can't be concerned with this." In addition to the war, 
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did you find in doing your work with the committee that 

there were any other local competing issues, other 

political issues or cases that people were absorbed in you 

were competing with? 

McGRATH: Not anything like this. This is very important 

at that time. It was not immediately, but pretty much 

along by the time we were, say, halfway through the two 

years that it took almost for the appeal, it was generally 

recognized as a central issue, a major issue. Though it 

didn't ever stay in the public consciousness or even in the 

progressive public consciousness in the same way, say, that 

some other, the Sacco-Vanzetti or the Scottsboro, at that 

time it was happening, it was a central issue. Certainly 

people were doing lots of other things. But I was a 

monomaniac. As far as I was concerned, there wasn't 

anything else happening at all. There just wasn't anything 

except this. 

BALTER: What do you think was key to--? The campaign that 

you waged to free these boys was national in scope-

McGRATH: Once certain facts about the case were made 

public, people were aroused. Because it was a lousy case, 

the fact that they were tried en masse, huddled together, 

the fact that they didn't have access to their lawyers, and 

so on. It was simply an outrageous trial, and anybody 

except people who were terrified of communists or who were 
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terrified if people were called communists or who really 

didn't like Mexicans, those groups excluded, people 

responded to this. We didn't have great difficulty. We 

had a lot of, not in the beginning, but as we went along, 

we had a lot of support from really nonpolitical people. 

The very first jazz concert at the Philharmonic [Audi

torium] that Norman Grantz put on was put on as a benefit 

for Sleepy Lagoon. It was a fantastic event with some of 

the best jazz musicians in the country, and I think the 

admission was a dollar and a half, something like that. 

BALTER: Some of the names I have in my notes are Benny 

Carter, Buddy Rich, Illinois Jacquet, and the King Cole 

Trio. Did Nat King Cole himself participate? 

McGRATH: Yes. I mean that's top-of-the-line stuff, isn't 

it? 

BALTER: July 2, 1944, the Philharmonic Auditorium. A lot 

of people in the entertainment industry, people like Orson 

Welles, Joseph Cotten, Anthony Quinn, Rita Hayworth, and 

others became--

McGRATH: Orson Welles was one of the most-- [He) was 

staunch. Rita Hayworth let us use her name; he let us use 

his name. Anthony Quinn was active and I think helpful in 

the initial committee, but backed away from us later. It 

may have been because of red-baiting. I don't know because 

I was not personally involved with that, except that I know 
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he wasn't available later on as we went on. 

BALTER: Do you remember who might have been closer to that 

situation at the time? 

McGRATH: The only person I can think of is Josephine 

Bright. Have you talked to Josephine? 

BALTER: I haven't, no, but let's talk about her and John 

for a moment and their participation. 

McGRATH: I know somebody who has talked to Josephine 

Bright in the past year and I'll-- Josephine Bright, as we 

talk now, is alive and well and lively, lives in Mexico. 

Josephine was ravishingly beautiful, Mexican, married to a 

screenwriter, John Bright. Josefina Fiero de Bright was an 

ornament to the progressive movement, beautiful and 

articulate and marvelous personality. She was involved in 

the committee in the beginning and was certainly one of the 

people who got the involvement of other film industry 

people. She was somewhat involved in the Sleepy Lagoon 

period, that is, she was active in getting people to put on 

fund-raising events. So she really stayed through the 

whole event. Wonderful woman, just marvelous woman. Still 

around. 

BALTER: Did you know John Bright very well? 

McGRATH: I knew John Bright. John Bright, as we speak, is 

still alive. 

BALTER: Lives in West Hollywood. 
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McGRATH: They, I think, separated not too long after 

that. 

BALTER: What are your recollections of John Bright? 

McGRATH: I knew John Bright slightly, but I thought he was 

personable and bright. I didn't really know him very 

well. 

BALTER: I understand that Harry Braverman was very active, 

or active to an extent, with the--

McGRATH: Now Harry Braverman was on the grand jury which 

indicted the defendants. 

BALTER: He was? 

McGRATH: This is my understanding, that he was so outraged 

by the behavior of the grand jury that he came to work with 

the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee. Also, this is my 

understanding--! have not heard it, but I got it second- or 

thirdhand--that Harry Braverman has his oral history at 

UCLA and that he does not speak kindly of me. [laughter] 

BALTER: I haven't looked at that. We'll have to check 

that out. 

McGRATH: That's my understanding. I think I was described 

as an hysterical person. 

BALTER: Well, what we'll do is we'll check that and next 

time we'll--

McGRATH: But this might be a good time to bring up the 

subject of emotion, because the proper attitude toward 
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political issues, events, causes, and so on, was that of 

cool rationality. There were several people on the 

committee who thought I had become much too emotionally 

involved because I went up to San Quentin, oh, about every 

six weeks and, when I came back, I would be very sad and 

upset and sometimes weep. Bad form that was considered, 

bad form. You know, this is supposed to be just a question 

of principle. I tried to overcome my weaknesses, 

[laughter] but I'm happy to say that I didn't. They were 

people. I mean, they were not just abstract embodiments of 

the principle of justice. They were people that I knew who 

were having a hard time, whose families were having a hard 

time, who were in prison, and I responded as I would hope 

somebody would if they found me in that kind of 

situation. 

BALTER: Well, to what extent were their families able to 

visit them up in San Quentin? 

McGRATH: Not much. 

BALTER: It was quite a trip back in those days, right? 

McGRATH: It was, it was quite a trip. At one point, I 

know, the committee did raise some money to send families 

up there, but that's a long way for people to go to 

visit. The reason that I went every six weeks was that San 

Quentin was then under the-- The warden was Warden [Clinton 

T.] Duffy, who is famous in penal history for being someone 
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who felt that being in prison was punishment enough and 

that one didn't have to be cruel to prisoners in any 

additional way. He knew all about the case. He allowed me 

privileges. In fact, not just Duffy, but the staff at San 

Quentin were extremely cooperative. Theoretically, by the 

rules, I shouldn't have been allowed to visit any of the 

defendants, because the rules say that lawyers and family 

can visit. That was all, lawyers and family. I was 

neither, but I was allowed. Oh, and also the rules say 

that you can't visit more than one prisoner, more than one 

inmate, but I was allowed to visit all of them and I was 

allowed to visit them sometimes in groups. They would let 

them come into the lawyers' consulting area and let me talk 

to all of them. That was a considerable privilege, and it 

was because I could do that that I went up there. The 

other family members couldn't; the other family members 

could only visit their relatives. So they didn't get many 

visits. What else do we want to say about that? 

BALTER: Well, I think that it certainly answers the 

question anyway. What do you recall-- There's very little, 

matter of fact, there's essentially nothing in the record 

about the "crime" victim, Jos~ Diaz. 

McGRATH: [corrects his pronunciation] Diaz. There really 

is nothing about him. At the time, I only knew that he was 

a young man, twenty-two years old. Didn't know, I still 
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don't actually know, that he was employed or anything about 

his family. 

BALTER: Did his family attend the trial, do you know? Or 

were they visible in any way, demanding justice for his 

death? 

McGRATH: As far as I knew, not. As far as I knew, not. 

They may have been, but it was never noticed in the 

press. It would have been inappropriate for us on the 

defense side to have made any overtures to them, so I don't 

know whether anybody did. The only person that I know who 

would know the answer to that question, if there is an 

answer to it, would be either George Shibley or possibly 

Ben [Margolis], but George, since he was involved in the 

actual trial. 

BALTER: In a little bit, we'll be talking about the so

called Zoot-Suit riots and so forth. But what are your 

feelings or opinions on why there was so much tension 

during this period of time, during World War II, with the 

Mexicano or Chicano community? 

McGRATH: Well, I think a lot of it was contrived, because 

there is no practical reason and no benefit to be gained by 

this. I think the charge made that the Hearst press was 

simply exhibiting once again its fascination with crime and 

violence and boy gangs and bloodthirsty Mexicans, none of 

which had any basis in fact-- That is not to say there were 
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no gangs. Just as today, we don't say there aren't any 

gangs, but the reporting of the activities of the gangs 

doesn't always have anything to do with either a rise or 

not in the activities which hurt other people or which are 

even noticed by other people. So there was no basis for 

the stories that the Hearst press began to run weeks before 

the Sleepy Lagoon thing, months actually. So that it was a 

campaign that was invented. There was no rise in 

"crime." It was as though the Sleepy Lagoon case happened 

as an answer to their prayers, because there wasn't 

anything that could be reported that really would have been 

the basis for fear. 

The stories in the newspapers were of a rise in boy

gang violence. Now there are a number of theories about 

it, some of which have to do with simple greed on the part 

of the Hearst papers. 

people with boy gangs. 

You sell a lot of papers scaring 

Another theory was that the kind of · 

"patriotism" that the Anglos in uniform felt was a little 

bit tainted by the tremendous amount of racism. After all, 

this is a period in which, what, blacks are not allowed to 

be in combat and when they are in combat, they're in 

separate battalions, where we have this peculiar phenomena, 

[corrects herself] phenomenon of the Japanese are sent to 

concentration camps but there is a Japanese-American 

battalion. I mean, they're a segregated battalion who was 
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proudly fighting in Italy. It's weird, you know, it's just 

weird. It's as though some of the people against whom 

prejudice is being practiced have no response to it except 

to say, "No, we're not cowards. We'll go out and kill 

anybody for you." So that you have powerful elements of 

racism going on at the same time we are fighting Hitler's 

racism or Hitler's whatever. So there's plenty of racism 

around for the Hearst papers to exploit. It's not 

something that you have to hunt around for. Just press the 

right button and anti-Asian feeling comes up: You deport 

the Japanese-Americans. Anti-black feeling comes up: You 

don't let them fight. Anti-Filipino prejudice is there in 

a tremendous kind of discrimination. Filipinos are in the 

navy as cooks and busboys. So it's not really all that 

mysterious to think that anti-Mexican feeling would be a 

proper and appropriate subject for the Hearst press. 
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TAPE NUMBER: IV, SIDE TWO 

JANUARY 20, 1985 

BALTER: Alice, in a lot of the literature that the Sleepy 

Lagoon Defense Committee put out, there are allusions to a 

sort of a Hitler fifth column. 

McGRATH: The Sinarquistas. 

BALTER: The Sinarquistas and then a Hitler fifth column in 

the United States and some allusion to the idea that the 

so-called Zoot-Suit riots and the Sleepy Lagoon case and 

prejudice against Mexican-Americans was all part of perhaps 

an attempt on the part of the Axis to divide people. Is 

that something that was actually believed at the time or--? 

McGRATH: I think it was actually believed at the time. 

Certainly one of our pamphlets that we put out alludes to 

that, in fact makes that a major thing. I remember, at the 

time, Carey McWilliams not liking it but not objecting to 

it, because one of the incredible things about Carey was 

that he didn't have to have his own way. He didn't happen 

to believe that particular argument, but if some people 

thought that that was an argument, he didn't object to 

having that expressed. Later I came to feel-- I didn't 

much object to it at the time. I think I probably felt 

that it was mysterious. I thought it was strange, but I 

neither believed or disbelieved it. 

I now feel that it was one of the really wrong things 
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about the Second World War. The whole thing about the 

Second World War was that in an effort to pursue the war 

against Hitler's Nazism, there was also an unwillingness to 

confront indigenous racism. I think that was a terrible 

mistake. I don't know tactically what might have been done 

different, but I think, in retrospect, that that was 

awful. The principled fight against racism was to ascribe 

racism to an outside--what do they say?--outside 

agitators. This is the argument of the right and of the 

racist. When blacks in the south object to not being able 

to vote, the people who don't want them to vote say they 

wouldn't complain if it weren't for outside agitators. 

Well, I think that this explanation, or lack of 

explanation, by ascribing it to outside agitators called 

Sinarquistas, was at least partly a way of failing to 

confront the deep-seated indigenous racism in this 

country. 

BALTER: Perhaps this would be a appropriate point to talk 

a little bit about the so-called Zoot-Suit riots, which I 

think off tape you renamed "the se~icemen's riots." 

McGRATH: The servicemen's riots, right. Like the case, 

like the Sleepy Lagoon case, there was no reason. That is, 

nothing positive could possibly happen as the result of 

that. It started-- There is no general agreement about it, 

but the version which makes the most sense to me is that a 
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group of sailors, yes, Anglo sailors, looking for girls, 

went into the barrio with that assurance that Anglo men 

have--Anglo sailors, I suppose--wherever they go, that if 

the girls are brown or black, they're easier to get. That 

they went into the barrio or to a dance, tried to pick up 

girls and got into a fight with the boys, and that whoever 

won the fight--whether it was the sailors or the boys, I 

don't know--the other side went back for reinforcements. 

From that, fights spread, and again the press played a 

critical, pivotal role in inflaming, exaggerating the 

events and encouraging not only the sailors but the general 

population to go in there and show those pachuco gangsters, 

teach them a lesson, make war on gangs. 

off] 

[tape recorder 

So that you have even the Los Angeles Herald

Examiner--i t was Los Angeles Examiner at that time--has a 

headline that says, "Thousands of Enraged Servicemen Hunt 

Down Zoot Suiters." Now you have to remember that these 

are kids who-- Well, probably a lot of the servicemen were 

kids too, in the sense of being very young. But a lot of 

the young pachuco zoot-suiters, Chicanos, whatever you 

want, were in the service. The ones who were left behind, 

many of them were sixteen years old, fifteen years old, and 

here they are, [shows a copy of the headline] "Enraged 

Servicemen Hunt Down Zoot Suiters," "L.A. Zoot Suit Boy 
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Gangsters," "Sailors Invade L.A. in War on Zooters, 11 "Zoot 

Suiters Learn Lesson in Fights with Servicemen." 

BALTER: That was the L.A. Times, I believe. 

McGRATH: That was the L.A. Times. A magazine has a 

headline "Gangsters in Zoot Suits." Now these are not "boy 

gangs" anymore; these are "gangsters in zoot suits." 

Here's one: [shows a copy of the headline] "Civilians Join 

Military in Search for Gangsters," you know, this is a 

story. "Mob violence--" Then after this had gone on for a 

couple of weeks, "Navy Puts Ban on City After New Zoot 

Attacks," and then when that happened, "P[acific] 

E[lectric] Trains Stoned in L.A. Zoot Suit." Then the navy 

put L.A. out of bounds, and suddenly there was no trouble 

anymore. These sailors were stationed in San Diego. They 

were bused up from San Diego with the connivance of their 

superiors. I mean, it's just the most outrageous kind of 

thing. It was as though for the frustration of not being 

able to go out and kill Japs, or whatever it was that they 

were building them up to, they could go beat up on kids 

with zoot suits. 

Now the story about that ban on the sailors is one 

which, again I'm not sure if it's in Carey's last book, but 

Carey Mcwilliams was personally and alone responsible for 

stopping those riots. Carey Mcwilliams knew that the only 

way to stop this was not to get at the newspapers--there 
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was no way to make the newspapers stop their outrageous 

coverage or inventions--but that L.A. had to be put out of 

bounds. He, Carey Mcwilliams, asked the attorney general, 

who was Kenny, Bob [Robert] Kenny, at the time, to appoint 

a commission to study the riots and to propose some 

action. Meanwhile, as Kenny was appointing the committee, 

Carey was busy writing the report and proposing the 

action. Because this had to happen fast. There was no way 

for a committee to be appointed, consider the facts, 

propose an action. Meanwhile, these riots were going on. 

So within a few days, couple of days, I think, after the 

commission was appointed, they had studied the facts and 

they had come out with their proposal, which is that L.A. 

should be made off limits to sailors. The navy 

shamefacedly accepted that proposal, and that's what 

stopped the riots. It was Carey Mcwilliams all by himself 

who did it, but of course it was not made public for years 

afterwards. 

BALTER: That's interesting. The one thing that did come 

out publicly at the time was that apparently the defense 

committee did become involved in attempts. Now at that 

time, it was still, at least according to the news 

coverage, was still called the Citizens Committee for 

Mexican-American Youth. It hadn't changed to the Sleepy 

Lagoon Defense Committee. 
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McGRATH: Well, what we could do was really nothing much. 

It was what Carey did that was important. But I'll tell 

you, the atmosphere was such that-- Occasionally I would 

wear drape pants. I did not, as it is portrayed in the 

film and in the play Zoot Suit, did not wear drapes up to 

San Quentin, where it would have been most inappropriate. 

I dressed in a rather conservative way appropriate to 

that. But sometimes I would come to the office or visit 

friends wearing drape pants. During the Zoot-Suit, so

called, riots, the servicemen's riots, I didn't wear 

drapes. It was an invitation to violence, and I wasn't all 

that attached to my drapes to do it. [laughter] It was 

scary. 

BALTER: In the clipping file that is with [Department of] 

Special Collections [University of California, Los 

Angeles], the Sleepy Lagoon clipping file, there are a 

number of clippings from the Los Angeles East Side Journal 

that was put out by a gentleman named Al Waxman. He 

appears from those clips to have been someone who was very 

active in trying to bring some peace to the city. Do you 

remember him? 

McGRATH: Oh, yes, yes. Al Waxman's paper, the East Side 

Journal, and Charlotta Bass's paper, California Eagle, and 

of course the People's World and the Chicago Defender and 

the Detroit--can't think of it now--and several other black 
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papers were the first-- It was the left and minority press, 

ethnic press, that supported the Sleepy Lagoon case, and Al 

Waxman was one of the first supporters of the case. 

BALTER: Can you tell me a little more about him? Did you 

know him very well? 

McGRATH: I knew him just a little, really not enough to 

characterize him, except I thought he was a nice guy. 

BALTER: Do you know if he's still alive? 

McGRATH: No, I don't. 

BALTER: He seems to have been in his forties or fifties at 

that time. 

McGRATH: If he was, then he's either very, very old or 

dead. I'm sixty-seven now, so people who would have been 

fifteen or twenty years older than I was at the time would 

be well into their late eighties. 

BALTER: While we're talking about figures in that period 

of time, let me run some people past you and you tell me 

what you recall. Apparently, most of the kids who wore the 

zoot suits, the kids who were arrested by the police-- And 

occasionally there would be arrests of sailors, but the 

media coverage makes it clear that most of the arrests were 

of the Mexican boys. 

McGRATH: Oh, yes, all of them in the beginning. 

don't remember any of the sailors being arrested. 

could only have been toward the very end. 
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BALTER: I'm not sure, I'd have to look through my notes of 

those clippings. It doesn't seem to have happened very 

often, but it did happen occasionally. Apparently, most of 

the Mexican boys arrested were brought forth before a 

municipal court judge named Myer B. Marion. Do you 

remember--? 

McGRATH: No. 

BALTER: By the hundreds apparently. 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: I was wondering if you might remember if he was a 

figure of any renown or repute. 

McGRATH: Don't know. 

BALTER: I also have the impression, but I'll ask you the 

question, that Mayor Bowron, Fletcher Bowron, did quite a 

bit of waffling at the time concerning taking a hard stand 

against the violence. 

McGRATH: Like nothing. We wouldn't say that he was a 

great friend. 

BALTER: Do you remember anything specifically about his 

actions? 

McGRATH: No, he just was considered to be a conservative, 

not interested in any of the issues we were interested 

in. 

BALTER: How about the police chief of Los Angeles, C. 

[Clemence] B. Horrall? Do you remember him? And the 
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sheriff? Sheriff [Eugene Warren] Biscailuz. 

McGRATH: Sheriff Biscailuz. Sheriff Biscailuz was very 

fond of mentioning his Latino background, and he had 

appointed as his chief of race relations a man by the name 

of [Ed] Duran Ayres, who before the grand jury issued the 

infamous report on Mexican boy gangs in which he alleged 

that because of their Indian heritage they didn't fight 

fair and they were indifferent to life and when they 

fought, not like clean-cut American boys, they wanted to 

see blood. It was just an outrageous-- And said the 

biological urge to violence was the reason why Mexican boys 

were gathered in gangs and committed violence. Dreadful, 

dreadful document. 

BALTER: Do I recall correctly that he may have testified 

to that effect to the grand jury that indicted the boys? 

McGRATH: Yes, yes. 

BALTER: He did. Also, apparently at one point, L.A. City 

Councilman Norris J. Nelson, I don't know if you recall him 

or not, introduced a proposal to outlaw zoot suits in Los 

Angeles, making it a misdemeanor. Do you remember that or 

do you have any response to that? 

McGRATH: [laughter] Well, I think they said that the zoot 

suit was unpatriotic because it required so much fabric, 

and therefore it was inimical to the interest of the war 

effort. 
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BALTER: The defendants in the case, did any of them wear 

zoot suits? 

McGRATH: Yes. Some of them did, not all of them. 

BALTER: I ask that because of the play, and I haven't seen 

the film, but, as I understand it, in the film there's a 

very close association made between--

McGRATH: Not all of them did. In the first place, a 

really good suit, zoot suit, was expensive. It wasn't just 

a matter of bagging the knees or narrowing the ankles. To 

be sharp and stylish, the zoot suit had to be cut just so, 

and not all the kids could afford it. Besides, even among 

the kids who wore drapes-- They didn't call them zoot 

suits, but-- Oh, and I should mention here something which 

you probably know but-- In California, in Los Angeles, the 

kids who wore drapes the most were the pachucos, the 

Mexicanos, Chicanos, and the black kids. But before the 

zoot suit fad faded, a lot of Anglo kids were wearing it 

too. It really took off. In retrospect, when one looks at 

pictures of them now, especially the ones that were well 

cut and not too extreme, they strike me as being rather 

handsome. All over the country, kids were wearing 

drapes. 

Among the kids who wore drapes, they made fun of the 

more extreme drapes. Right after the case, I think-- It 

was over, and I was doing some work with Stegner. Wallace 
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Stegner was doing a piece for a magazine, Look magazine. 

He was supposed to be doing a piece on minority youth, 

juveniles of minority all over the country, and we spent a 

lot of time on the east side and in downtown. We found a 

group of kids who gave nicknames--nicknames are so 

imaginative among these kids--and somebody who wore a 

rather exaggerated set of drapes, they called him the "Zoot 

Suiter," just very funny. So the more stylish of the 

drapes were not as extreme as we think of them being. 

BALTER: We had been talking in the context of the 

Sinarquistas and the type of propaganda, if you will, that 

was put out, the pamphlets and so on, by the committee. 

You mentioned that there was some disagreement, that Carey 

disagreed with that particular approach. Did it ever 

happen on the committee that there were major debates or 

disagreements on points that you remember now? 

McGRATH: I don't remember disagreements. I think of all 

the committees and meetings and so on that I've ever been 

on, the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee was one in which 

people felt the most comfortable expressing a point of 

view, dissenting, and that the actions that were taken or 

decisions that were made were generally supported even by 

the people who didn't agree with them. I think it was an 

extraordinary committee, and I attribute a lot of that to 

the presence of Carey McWilliams and his attitudes. 
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BALTER: Did he play sort of a moderating role between 

sides? 

McGRATH: Well, there actually weren't that many sides. I 

don't want to give the impression that we were a hotbed of 

conflicting opinions and attitudes and so on. I think we 

were pretty much on the same track. There wasn't all that 

much to dispute. In fact, I would say that something like 

the Sinarquistas would have been an issue where some agreed 

and some didn't, but okay, it's okay to say that. Another 

disagreement--this happens to be some place where I 

disagreed very strongly on an attitude--was when the red 

pamphlet--

BALTER: Guy Endore's. 

McGRATH: When Guy Endore's Sleepy Lagoon Mystery was being 

written and Guy, who was wonderful and generous and whose 

pamphlet, the Sleepy Lagoon Mystery, was extremely useful 

to us-- Not only did it help us publicize the case, but we 

sold thousands of them. So the net effect of that pamphlet 

was extremely positive and useful. But having said that, 

I'll tell you that I disagreed very sharply with his 

characterization of the defendants and felt that it was 

counterproductive to portray them as being really nice 

kids, since that was not the issue. Some of them were 

really very nice kids and some of them weren't, and that 

had nothing to do with what our work was about. The other 
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thing is he had characterized me as being rather angelic, 

and I didn't like that. I didn't think an angel of mercy 

was a proper description, and I disagreed with him to the 

point where I suggested--I think I was tactful about it-

but I suggested that it would be better if he not mention 

me since I was not an important factor in this, that the 

case was. He gladly, I think, dropped-- There's no mention 

of me, even though by that time I'm the executive 

secretary. But there's no ~ention of me because he had 

taken out the part I didn't like. Later on, in doing 

research about the case, this caused a problem for Luis 

[Valdez] because he hadn't heard of me, having first come 

across the case by reading the pamphlet. 

But, anyway, to come back to the disagreement, when 

the rough of the pamphlet came to the committee, I 

disagreed about the characterization of the boys. Carey 

was very cool, as he always was, and said he didn't agree 

with the characterization of the boys, but he also felt 

that we had no right to interfere with what Guy wanted to 

write. He'd been invited to write it, it was his piece of 

writing, and he had the freedom to write whatever he wanted 

to. In that instance, Carey was the moderator. I suppose 

that I would have made a fuss about it, but Carey wouldn't 

allow a fuss to be made. 

BALTER: On sort of an ironic note, concerning Guy Endore's 
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freedom to put what he wanted into this pamphlet, in his 

oral history with UCLA, he talks about the pamphlet and he 

refers to the leader of apparently the cultural-- It seems 

to me pretty clear that he's talking about John Howard 

Lawson, although he does not mention his name, but as being 

the leader of the cultural work, as it were, of the 

Communist Party. Endore talks about the fact that he was a 

member during this period of time, and he describes, 

apparently, Lawson as "a man who had no intelligence, no 

learning, no great culture." Endore goes on to say that 

this individual interfered with the way he had written the 

pamphlet, that he wanted a certain passage cut out, and 

Endore says that publication of the pamphlet was held up 

for six months until Endore finally relented and agreed to 

cut out this passage. Do you know anything about that 

incident? 

McGRATH: Well, no, I don't know anything about that 

incident because I didn't know it was submitted to 

Lawson. But it can't have been held up for six months 

because that's just too long a period. 

BALTER: 

McGRATH: 

BALTER: 

this? 

That's maybe an exaggeration. 

I'm sure it's an exaggeration. 

But you don't remember Endore ever mentioning 

McGRATH: No, he didn't mention it to me. 
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BALTER: At this time, this was maybe several years before 

your marriage to Tom McGrath and your own involvement with 

the Hollywood cultural part of the Communist Party. I know 

that you got a taste of that later, which we'll talk 

about. [tape recorder off] 

Alice, one, to me, very interesting thing that I found 

in going through the clips was the participation of someone 

who I was not familiar with, but I'd like to know something 

about him, a man named Ralph Lincoln who ran something 

called the "Sport Page," apparently, at that time. He 

apparently was instrumental in helping to arrange a boxing 

benefit at the Olympic Auditorium. I can kind of prompt 

you with some details in a minute, but do you remember 

Ralph Lincoln? He wrote extensively about the case in his 

column. 

McGRATH: Yes, I do. I do. Boxing plays a fairly 

important role in this, because some of the defendants-

Chepe and Smiles and Bobby Telles, at least, and I can't 

remember who else might have been involved--were involved 

in boxing in San Quentin. The other thing about San 

Quentin-- I mentioned earlier that Duffy, Warden Duffy, was 

not interested in punishing the prisoners more than they 

were punished by being in prison. But San Quentin had a 

boxing team, it had several music groups, it had a radio 

program that was heard all around the area. People up in 
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the Bay Area could hear a radio program emanating from San 

Quentin, the theme song of which was "Time on My Hands." 

They put out a newspaper which people any place in the 

country could subscribe to, and I'm just so sorry that I 

don't even have a single copy of it, because I read it and 

threw it away like you do any newspaper. It was a 

professional kind of publication. Clearly the people who 

were putting it out were literate and competent and so 

on. Particularly Manuel Delgado, Chepe, Smiles, Bobby 

Telles, Henry Ynostroza were involved in all kinds of 

sports there at San Quentin. I think Ralph Lincoln's link 

to it was somehow connected with his interest in them not 

only as victims of this trial but because they were 

interested in sports. 

BALTER: Well, let me ask you a very basic question. Who 

was Ralph Lincoln? 

McGRATH: Oh, he was just a person who wrote a column. 

BALTER: What was the "Sport Page" that he apparently put 

out? 

McGRATH: Oh, it was just his own little publication. It 

was something that he got little ads for and he wrote about 

sports. He was an entrepreneur. 

BALTER: And this is just what he did was sports? 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: Throughout the record in the collection, there's 

discussion of this benefit that Ralph Lincoln helped to 
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arrange. You, whether you remember it or not, were 

involved in this. The promoters were Gus Wilson and Dave 

McCoy, and apparently, at one point, you and Ben Margolis 

and Anthony Quinn and Ralph Lincoln went to meet a Mrs. 

Aline M. Eaton at Olympic Auditorium--do you remember that 

meeting?--to arrange for this boxing benefit. 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: Is it coming back to you now? 

McGRATH: It is. It is. Yes, and then years and years 

later Mrs. Eaton was the-- Maybe she still is. Is she 

still the promoter of the Olympic Auditorium? 

BALTER: I don't know. 

McGRATH: Oh, how strange. Now I had forgotten that, I had 

totally forgotten that. As you're mentioning it now, it 

comes back to me, but I would never have been able to 

recall it. 

BALTER: Do you know if Ralph Lincoln is still alive? 

McGRATH: No, I don't. I don't know. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: Alice, another person I wanted to ask you about, 

someone who's still-

McGRATH: Around. 

BALTER: --an important figure and around in Los Angeles, 

but who was active with the committee, apparently, was Bert 

Corona. 

McGRATH: Bert Corona was one of the most active of the CIO 
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organizers and a wonderful, staunch person. I have nothing 

but admiration for Bert, but I disagree with his memory of 

what happened during the Sleepy Lagoon case because I think 

I can document my version of it. This has nothing to do 

with Bert's own work, which I have nothing but praise 

for. I think Bert has played one of the most positive 

roles in the development of the Chicano-Latino community. 

But Bert criticized Zoot Suit, the play, on the grounds 

that it did not credit the Mexican-American community with 

as much understanding and activity as it ought to have 

done. But the record is clear from, I think, the 

letterheads of the committee that in the beginning, it 

wasn't the Mexican community. It was progressives like 

Bert Corona and Frank Lopez and others who were already 

committed to progressive causes who came onto the 

committee. Now I'm not saying that Bert isn't of the 

community, but his criticism was in relation to the 

community at large. I think Bert is a leader who, as the 

years went by, became of the community, but the community 

didn't exist then as an activist community. I think that 

Luis was reflecting reality when he wrote the play and 

didn't include a lot of input from the community at 

large. 

This is not because the community was inherently not 

an activist community. It was due to an artificial, 
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contrived situation which obtained at the time that this 

was happening. In the twenties and thirties, there had 

been active, progressive, radical, articulate leadership 

among Mexicans and Mexican-Americans, and that leadership 

had been simply removed by deportation. There were a lot 

of deportations in the twenties and thirties, and that was 

deportation of "troublemakers" who wanted to organize 

workers to get decent wages and so on. Well, we come to 

the period that we're talking about, people were still 

suffering from the loss of a leadership under conditions 

which made them a little worried about speaking out, 

because the threat of deportation was always there. Then 

later the community developed new leaders. Young people 

growing up and people like Bert were again assimilated into 

the community and became part of that leadership. 

BALTER: As a matter of fact, public television just had a 

documentary on a few weeks ago, a Mexican who's still alive · 

and he's quite old now, but who had had a very popular 

Spanish-language radio show--

McGRATH: And he was deported. 

BALTER: Yes. He had fought with Pancho Villa back in 

1918. 

McGRATH: Yes, yes. He was one of the earlier ones. 

BALTER: He was finally deported and then came back years 

and years later. Now his name is escaping me. 
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McGRATH: Well, his name escapes me too. Now he was one of 

those people who was deported, but he was only one of 

many. I believe that it was not correct--or not accurate, 

I shouldn't say correct--it was not accurate to say that 

the Mexican community was as involved as Bert would like to 

have seen in the play and the film. But Bert himself is 

splendid. 

BALTER: To what extent were you successful in getting the 

friends and the families of the defendants active in work 

of the committee, in what you were doing? 

McGRATH: To varying degree. Some of them were active, we 

had meetings. What we wanted really from the family was to 

understand what we were doing and the basis for our doing 

it. We had some difficulty because some of the people were 

not English speaking, although we did have Spanish-speaking 

people. But it was hard for me to make a direct contact 

with some of the members of the families: they just 

weren't all that anxious to be close to the committee. 

Others, particularly the Leyvas family, were very 

supportive of the activities of the committee, and some of 

the other families too. I don't even remember meeting some 

of the family members, but I do remember meeting a number 

of them, among them Bobby Telles's family and [Jack] 

Melendez['s] and Henry Leyvas['s]. But I'd have to look at 

some material I have to remember who else. I would say 
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that, as I think I said earlier on the tape, that the 

responses of the families were pretty much like the 

responses of the defendants themselves, all the way from 

enthusiastic participation and down to rather, maybe, 

suspicious, bare acceptance of our presence and our work. 

BALTER: I understand that Henry Leyvas's sister, Lupe 

Leyvas, was very active. 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: And her mother perhaps too? 

McGRATH: His mother not so much. She was there and showed 

up at meetings and was always present, but she spoke hardly 

any English at all, and I think she was pregnant at the 

time too. But Lupe was fifteen or sixteen years old and a 

beauty, and she was sort of brought around various places 

and stood up to say a few words about the boys in prison. 

It was very effective and she was helpful. 

off] 

[tape recorder 

BALTER: Alice, in Carey McWilliams's oral history, he 

mentions an incident that I wonder if you remember. He 

talks about the manager of Grauman's Chinese Theater at the 

time who-- He thought the name of the man might have been 

Jack Berman, who, according to Mcwilliams, was somebody who 

supported the defense committee but complained at one point 

that Mexican-Americans would carve up the backs of the 

seats in the theater. Possibly Mr. Berman spoke to you and 
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to Carey Mcwilliams that something could be done about 

this, and there was a meeting that you held. This is 

Carey's memory of it, anyway. You remember this whole 

incident? 

McGRATH: Yes, yes. I remember the whole thing, yes. 

BALTER: Please tell me. 

McGRATH: Maybe he was manager of the Grauman's Chinese, 

but where this was happening was a theater on Main 

Street. The Main Street theaters weren't as scrungy as 

they are now, and they showed regular movies. This man, 

whose name I didn't remember, barred kids in drapes from 

corning in and said that when they came in they cut up the 

seats and if they weren't wearing drapes, they didn't. 

Well, we had a meeting and tried to explain to him or tried 

to convince him that not all the kids who wore drapes were 

cutting up seats. As I recall, the meeting ended without 

any resolution: he still wasn't going to let kids in who 

were wearing drapes. Drapes went out not long after 

that. I don't know if his problem ever was resolved. 

BALTER: Carey seems to recall, and maybe his memory's 

faulty, but he seems to recall that you may have had a 

meeting with some of the kids at one point to ask them not 

to do this. This is the way he talks about it in his oral 

history. 

McGRATH: Oh, I see. Maybe I did. 
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BALTER: DO you remember anything like that? 

McGRATH: No, I don't remember that. I would think that by 

that time I would not have asked them not to do that 

because that would have been very, I don't know, 

schoolmarmish or whatever, and that kind of admonition 

wouldn't have been appropriate. But I might have asked 

them, "What do We do about this problem?" Because it would 

be a problem for this man. Then I don't remember anything 

else about it. I don't know if they had an answer for the 

problem or if the problem was ever solved. 
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TAPE NUMBER V, SIDE ONE 

JANUARY 20, 1985 

BALTER: Alice, I understand that you want to talk in more 

detail about Carey McWilliams, and maybe this would be-

McGRATH: Besides having worked with Carey closely during 

the Sleepy Lagoon, I maintained a friendship with him until 

his death. Though I didn't see him often when he left 

California, I saw him regularly, because at that time I was 

going to New York, oh, a couple of times a year for 

years. I would only see him perhaps once a year, but 

always talked with Carey, feeling that he was my dear, dear 

close friend and that anything I was puzzled about, worried 

about, or confused about I only had to talk to Carey to get 

a perspective on it that would be useful. 

During the time that Zoot Suit was running, when the 

whole Sleepy Lagoon thing was revived, I don't think Carey 

and I had talked about that for years. But we talked about 

that more. I reread the appellate court decision and was 

surprised to be reminded that although the appellate court 

had agreed with every point of law that was brought up in 

the appellate brief, they hadn't found any evidence of 

racism. That was such a-- I really was surprised to 

remember that. I then remembered my shock at the time that 

it happened. At the time it happened, the pleasure and the 

joy of having had such a great decision was so much more 

important than the fact that they hadn't found racism, 
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important than the fact that they hadn't found racism, 

which we thought was the central issue. I talked to Carey 

about that and said, "Why didn't they do that? Why didn't 

they do that?" He said, "Well, in the first place, they 

didn't have to; there was so much in the appeal where they 

could simply rule on legal issues. Racism is always 

touchy. It was touchy then, it was particularly touchy 

because of the war. They didn't have to touch that issue 

so they didn't." 

The habit for me of thinking in terms of Carey's 

responses to things is so strong that I do it still. 

Carey's been dead a few years now, and I will find myself 

saying, "I wonder what Carey would say if I would ask him 

about this." I think I know Carey and his mind well enough 

that I can give myself his answers now. But he's still a 

part of my life. 

BALTER: Did you maintain, when he was editor of the 

Nation-- He'd moved to New York--

McGRATH: He'd moved to New York, and that was when I would 

see him. 

BALTER: --pretty much to do that, as I recall. 

McGRATH: Yes. Well, he moved to New York to be temporary 

editor. He was going to be there fo~ a few months and he 

stayed for twenty-five years as editor. 

BALTER: Did you have much contact with him while he was 

editor? 
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McGRATH: Oh, yes. 

BALTER: Did you write some articles for the Nation? 

McGRATH: 

never did. 

No, no. I never wrote. He asked me to, but I 

In fact, you know what I wrote during that 

whole period, during which I was being a professional 

writer, writing about other things, I wrote a piece about 

Carey for the KPFK "Tribute to Carey Mcwilliams," which-

BALTER: The journal, booklet. 

McGRATH: Yes. But I didn't write for the Nation. Vic has 

invited me to write for the Nation and I haven't. 

BALTER: Victor Navasky? 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: Another figure. We've perhaps been a little 

neglectful up till now, but now's our chance to make up for 

it. We haven't talked yet, really, about Ben Margolis. 

McGRATH: Yes. Ben was in charge of the legal appeal. I 

know that Selma Bachelis worked with him and several other 

lawyers worked with him, but he was the director of the 

appeal and he made the oral argument. Our relationship at 

the time, the relationship of the committee that was doing 

the fundraising, the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee, and 

the legal defense team-- There were two separate 

activities, and I feel that that was the proper way to do 

it. The legal people had their strategy and their work to 

do. They didn't tell us what to do about publicity or 
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anything else, and we did not attempt to influence them in 

any way about the legal strategy. 

I really got to know Ben more after the case was over 

than during the case, though I was present on the day that 

he made the oral argument and I was just bowled over by 

him. I thought he was simply marvelous. He was so 

brilliant, and besides making a brilliant, I assume, legal 

appeal argument-- I'll tell why I say that. He had an 

absolutely perfectly controlled dramatic sense. It was not 

theatrical, not theatrical in the way that one would think 

of him as being hammy, but extremely effective in terms of 

getting and keeping the attention of the judges, the three 

appellate judges who sat there. One of them said, audibly, 

when Ben finished, "The defendants 11 --or the appellants, I 

mean at that point they become the appellants because 

they' re appealing the case--but he said, 11 The appellants 

are certainly well represented here today. 11 I don't think 

that that is a common occurrence in an appellant court for 

a judge to make that kind of comment. 

After that, really, I was so fond of Ben, I was so 

impressed with Ben, and then I became friends with him and 

Valerie. Then we had young children of the same age. One 

of Ben's children and my son Dan went to the same nursery 

school, and Valerie borrowed my daughter-- They had only 

boys, and Valerie Margolis occasionally borrowed my 
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daughter to take her downtown. 

I think until I moved out of Los Angeles, which is 

1967, I maintained a friendship with most of the people 

that I had known around Los Angeles. But after moving 

away, you know, it's only a distance of sixty or so miles, 

but I didn't see people very often. But when I saw Ben 

again recently and wrote a piece for the journal-- When the 

[National] Lawyers Guild made a tribute to him, I wrote 

something about Ben and his .participation. 

warm, warm feelings about Ben Margolis. 

So I have very 

BALTER: Was it totally separate, or were there ever any 

issues on the legal side of things which sort of slopped 

over and became the business of--? 

McGRATH: No, absolutely not. Absolutely not. 

BALTER: At the oral argument do you recall anything about 

the argument of the other side, of the prosecution? 

McGRATH: It just seemed to me so dull. Even though I had 

every reason to pay attention to every word they said, I 

could hardly maintain enough interest in what they were 

saying. They were hashing over the same stuff. It was a 

conspiracy and it was-- There was absolutely nothing in 

what they were saying that was very impressive. 

The other thing about the oral argument, and this is 

my darling friend Carey Mcwilliams, he made a brief 

presentation for the friends of the court. There was an 
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amicus brief. Carey presented the amicus brief, and his 

oral presentation was far from dramatic. It wasn't until 

years later, many years later, that I realized that Carey 

had developed a style. He came to Ventura, I arranged for 

him to come to Ventura. He made a presentation at Ventura 

College, and his presentation was a lot more lively than it 

had been thirty years before. 

BALTER: Could he have been nervous perhaps? 

McGRATH: I don't think so. I think it was his style. His 

style wasn't dramatic; his style was simply factual. 

I want to tell another story about Carey. During, oh, 

I think it was about 1978, something like that, that Carey 

asked me to find that Duran Ayres paper, because his only 

copy was among his papers at UCLA and he wanted to refer to 

it. In going through the files, I came across folder after 

folder after folder of Carey's papers while I was looking 

for this. It wasn't that that document was misfiled; it 

was that I became fascinated with what was in Carey's 

papers. They were just a treasure of historical 

material. In one file folder, there were articles written 

by a man writing for I think it was the Fresno Bee, and he 

made a career out of vilifying Carey. Among the kindest 

things he said about Carey Mcwilliams was that he was 

"California's number one agricultural pest." You know, 

that went on and on and on when Carey was talking about the 
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conditions of the migratory workers and the housing and so 

on. 

When I went to see Carey--it happened that I took the 

paper to New York because I was going there--and I said, 

"I've just come across those articles that that man wrote 

about you in the Bee." I think it was the Fresno Bee. If 

it wasn't the Fresno Bee, it was the Sacramento Bee. But 

probably the Fresno Bee, if that would have been the center 

of the agricultural activity. Anyway, either one of them 

it could have been. Carey laughed and said, "Oh, yes. I 

remember that. Yes, he did have quite a time." I was 

again, just struck so-- It made such an impression on me 

that Carey at the time it happened--because that reminded 

me--at the time that these things were written, they did 

not seem to upset him, and when he was reminded of it, it 

didn't seem to upset him. Carey was perfectly aware, 

perfectly aware that these were not personal attacks. 

Though they were written as though they were personal, 

Carey simply knew that they were political attacks and that 

he happened to be standing there to be the person to whom 

they were assigned. He didn't take them as an affront or 

as something that would pain him personally. 

The only time I ever knew of Carey to be upset about 

anything that anybody said about him at all was when he 

wrote The Education of Carey Mcwilliams and Arthur 

181 



Schlesinger wrote a nasty review about it. He made a 

little comment about it. That is the only time in all 

those years that I knew Carey that I felt he was irritated, 

offended by something that had been said about him. 

BALTER: When you knew him and especially back when he was 

still here in Los Angeles or Sleepy Lagoon, the way you 

describe him sounds like he had a fairly even demeanor. 

Did you ever know him in other situations to get very angry 

or do something out of character? 

McGRATH: Never. No, absolutely not. The only thing about 

Carey that I think people didn't realize, and I tried to 

bring it up a little bit in that piece I wrote about him 

for the KPFK thing, is that he was very funny and very fun

loving and loved small talk and could switch from small 

talk to, you know, big talk without any difficulty at 

all. Always asked about people that he knew--and he was 

fond of a niece of mine--he would ask about people and how 

were they and was genuinely interested. 

The other thing about Carey that was remarkable and 

remarkable so that people remarked on it-- When I had Carey 

here in '79, he spoke at Ventura College, but he also had 

two meetings with Chicano faculty from Ventura College, 

Oxnard College, Moorpark College, and there were Chicanos 

in all three, Chicanas too. It was very thrilling for them 

because Carey was a culture hero to them. They had read 
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about him in college and so on, and here they were meeting 

him. One person in particular, who's a very organized and 

meticulous person, had some time alone with him. This is a 

dear friend of mine whose name is Ren~ Rodriguez. Rene had 

prepared questions. He had his little card on which he was 

going to ask Carey questions about certain things, and he 

spent about twenty or thirty minutes. Now you know Carey 

was very ill at this time. I mean he really was terminal, 

although he was in remission at that moment. But he was 

very ill. They had a marvelous meeting, at the end of 

which Ren~ came away with his little card and said, "I 

didn't ask him anything." Because Carey's way of meeting 

new people was to say, "And tell me, what do you think 

about • ?" and he would ask people. And not only did 

he ask, "What do you think about • ?" If he met you, 

Michael, he would say, "Now tell me, what do you think 

about what's going on today?" 

and then listen to your answer. 

He would ask the question 

Ren~ was dazzled by this 

because here he's been taken to meet with and maybe get 

words of wisdom from this man who's been someone that he's 

admired and looked up to since he's been in college, and 

instead, Carey turns around and says, "Ren~, what do you 

think of so and so and so?" That was his way. 

BALTER: I'm sure we'll be talking about him again before 

we're done. One of the reasons that I asked you about the 
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prosecution's oral argument before the appellate court was 

because in looking through the Sleepy Lagoon papers, I 

noticed that, at one point, you had what appeared to be a 

letter-writing campaign to Robert Kenny asking him to take 

some action with regard to the case. He essentially wrote 

back a form letter, although he seems to have signed 

them. I want to paraphrase it fairly. What he basically 

said was that "Yes, we are the respondents in this case, 

and we assure you that we wi 11 be fair and accurate and--" 

McGRATH: It was probably improper for us to write to 

him. I don't know. I haven't asked Ben that. Have you 

finished doing your work with Ben? 

BALTER: Well, no, but on Sleepy Lagoon we have, and 

frankly I can't remember whether we discussed this issue or 

not, right off the top of my head, but--

McGRATH: See, I'm not sure whether--

BALTER: My understanding is that it is not outside the 

power of a prosecutor to say, "You're right" and not to 

respond to an appeal. 

McGRATH: But I think the appeal had already started. 

BALTER: There had been some papers back and forth? 

McGRATH: Oh, I'm sure, I'm sure. I'm not even sure if we 

consulted with Ben about this. It would be interesting to 

find out now what he would think about that. I think that 

that was probably something that was initiated in the 
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committee, and whether it was proper or not I don't 

recall. But we knew that he was certainly sympathetic to 

us, and perhaps he [Kenny] recognized the merit of the case 

as being so powerful that it was just as well to let it go 

through and get the result that we did. Because in fact 

the result that we got was much more useful in legal terms 

than if it had simply been dismissed. To dismiss it would 

not have put down any points in law. The decision that we 

got from the appellate court is such a powerfully strong 

statement of prejudice--I don't mean race prejudice but 

legal prejudice on the part of the judge--and they ruled 

with such detail on the various legal points that that was 

a much, much better result, although in terms of the 

defendants--or as they were then, the appellants-

themselves, they spent a long time in prison waiting for 

that to happen. So from their point of view, we were 

probably right in asking for a dismissal, since it would 

have been, I think, cynical to say we would let them stay 

in prison so we can make a good legal case. So perhaps the 

decision to ask for the letter-writing campaign--it 

wouldn't have been my decision, it would have been a 

committee decision--would be based on the fact that we 

didn't want them in prison, though as it turned out, in 

legal terms it was a greater victory. 

BALTER: Carey Mcwilliams mentions in his oral history, and 
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you have alluded to it, the insistence on really good 

record keeping. I assume this was because of the fact that 

there were accusations about where the money was going to. 

McGRATH: Allegations, right, right. 

BALTER: You had audit reports every so often and so forth 

and formal reports from accountants and so on. Now 

according to one audit, apparently between October 17, 1943, 

and May 31, 1944, your total income was $18,948.39, and 

then expenditures were actually a little more than that, 

$19,408.51. Now that strikes me as being a lot of money 

that was raised for that period of time. I don't know 

exactly what the value of the dollar was there, but I guess 

my question actually is what did you find to be the source 

of most of your money? To me, it sounds like, in other 

words, you were pretty successful in raising a great deal 

of money. What were some of the resources that you had? 

McGRATH: Well, actually when you think that that was 

everything, I don't think you would get through a few weeks 

of a case with $18,000 today. When you think that that was 

mailing and printing and legal expenses and rent and 

telephone-- It was everything. So that's really not an 

awful lot of money. But still you're right that, for what 

we were doing, it was a lot of money. The money came fran 

every place. The money came in dollar donations in 

envelopes from all over the world. It came from little 
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fundraising events that people put on, particularly around 

Los Angeles, and it came from big events such as the-- we 

made a thou sand dollars on the jazz concert at the 

Philharmonic [Auditorium] thing. A thousand dollars was a 

tremendous amount of money. We had gala night at a 

cabaret. I can't remember-- It's in the--

BALTER: The Mocambo [Club]? 

McGRATH: The Mocambo. There were people who regularly 

engaged in fundraising, sometimes raising twenty-five 

dollars from a breakfast or something and sometimes asking 

people for money and turning in a few hundred dollars. So 

it went al 1 the way from raising a thousand dollars by 

putting on an event like the jazz at the Philharmonic to 

these dollars that came in. One of the most astonishing 

things that happened was when Al Jarvis, who had a program 

called "The Make-believe Ballroom"-- Oh, Matt Weinstock had 

a column in the daily news about it, and people sent in 

donations as a result of that. But Al Jarvis was the most 

popular disc jockey, one of the first, I guess, of that 

kind of thing. 

BALTER: I believe so, yes. 

McGRATH: He really was nonpolitical, but his listeners 

were, that generation, black and brown kids, a lot of 

them. I went to see him with somebody else--I don't even 

remember who~ if I could remember I would say--went to see 
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him, told him the story. I don't even know who suggested 

that he would be interested. He gave a short spiel on the 

radio about it, and the money came pouring in in very small 

donations. I think he got hundreds of letters the first 

day, and eventually it lasted for a few days or a week or 

so. But the response to it was incredible. 

BALTER: 

McGRATH: 

BALTER: 

It's mentioned in the Appeal News-

That he was going to have a dance. 

Volume one, number· five, yes. The June 22, 1943, 

Appeal News. This, of course, was right after the so

called Zoot-Suit riots. Obviously June 22 was just a 

couple of weeks after the height of it. It says in the 

Appeal News that the dance was postponed because of fear of 

kids being attacked on the way home. 

McGRATH: But it never says anything about the dance being 

held, does it? 

BALTER: Yes, it does. 

McGRATH: Oh, it does? 

BALTER: Yes. In volume one, number seven, of the Appeal 

News, July 19, 1943, now it just says that the dance 

happened. There's no more details about the dance itself, 

but it says apparently--

McGRATH: Isn't that infuriating? [laughter] 

BALTER: Yes. [laughter] We'll have to criticize your 

editorial judgment there. 
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McGRATH: Yes, exactly. 

BALTER: But at any rate, it happened. It was postponed at 

most for three or four weeks. You mentioned that donations 

came in from all over the world. 

McGRATH: They did. 

BALTER: How did the world find out about it? 

McGRATH: Well, you see some of the newspapers, some of the 

world newspapers, carried stories that were friendly. We 

got donations, say, from people in the service. A 

serviceman would say he'd read it. Now whether it was 

somebody who read one of the ethnic papers or was getting 

the PW [People's World], I don't know, but they'd read 

about it some place and would send in a donation. 

Sometimes they would stop by the office, guys in uniform. 

Either a Mexicano or somebody from Alabama stops in. This 

sort of white-haired kid comes in and gives us a donation 

of five dollars. That's a lot of money for somebody who's 

in the service, especially then. 

I asked him, "Who are you? Where do you come from? 

How does this happen to interest you?" 

11 0h, 11 he says with this really heavy Alabama accent, 

this white boy from Alabama, "I just hate racism because I 

look around me and I see what it's done where I live. 11 

It's just astonishing to think of that. If you ask a 

question, go back to almost the first thing that we talked 
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about, was what is the motive? What brings this particular 

young white man to say, "I look around me and I see how 

awful it is," when the overwhelming majority of the kids-

he was really just a kid, quite a young person--looks 

around them and does exactly what everybody else is doing, 

which is to practice discrimination and lynching and so 

on. Where does the motive for his response cane fran? I 

think that's so interesting. I have no answer for it. 

BALTER: You mentioned the office. 

downtown. 

You had an off ice 

McGRATH: Right. We had several different offices, and I'm 

not clear about where they were. I don't think we had more 

than three during the whole period. One that was for the 

ad hoc committee, and then we moved, and then we moved a 

second time. But one of our offices was in the same 

building as the consul general, because I remember taking 

the elevator to go up or down a floor or two to bring a 

problem to [Vicente Coronel] Peralta. 

BALTER: In going over the canmittee's checkbook, the check 

stubs, it's possible to reconstruct at least all of the 

paid staff and even some volunteers who were paid for 

expenses and so on, and it's also possible, if anybody is 

interested, to sort of see how the salaries rose and fell 

at various times, which I may ask you a few things about 

that. But first--
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McGRATH: Bella Joseph. 

BALTER: Yes, first, Bella Joseph. To start off with some 

of the staff. 

McGRATH: Bella Joseph was one of the first of the hired 

executive secretaries, and as I recall her she was mainly 

effective in making reports to the executive cc:mmittee. I 

think she wouldn't sully her hands on the mimeograph 

machine. I didn't have a really high opinion of her skill 

at the work. 

BALTER: I'm gathering that. 

cc:mmittee most of the time? 

[laughter] Was she with the 

McGRATH: No, I think actually for just a while. Do you 

see how much money she was paid? She was paid $50 a 

week. 

BALTER: Let's see, she got $50 a week. No, let's see, 

you're right, she doesn't--

McGRATH: She wasn't there a long time. How much money did 

I get and for what period? 

BALTER: I had a question. You start off making $30 a 

week, but then an interesting thing happens, which is that 

an Adalina Olguin is hired at $10 a week. Immediately that 

she is hired, your salary goes down $10 to $20 a week, at 

exactly the same time. It made me think that perhaps your 

salary had been split with her, something like that. 

McGRATH: Probably. Then how long did I take a salary? 
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BALTER: Pretty much until the end. About October '44, 

apparently. 

McGRATH: When did I start, though, getting a salary? 

Because I didn't get a salary through the whole thing. 

BALTER: I'm not sure. That's not in my notes exactly when 

you started. 

McGRATH: Okay. 

BALTER: But at one point your salary goes down, then it 

goes back up again in March '44 to $35, and then, finally, 

in April '44, you get up to $50, where you stay the rest of 

the time. Was there sort of jockeying of who has money? 

McGRATH: Oh, no, no, no. 

BALTER: In the sense of there was only so much money to 

pay employees. 

McGRATH: Yes and-- I know that it was at Carey's 

insistence that I got the money I got. I probably put most 

of it back into the work. I paid my own way for going up 

to [California State Prison at] San Quentin; the committee 

didn't pay for that. I think by the time I finished with 

my salary, it was all back in the committee. 

BALTER: Some of the other people whose names show up, I 

wonder if you recall them now. 

McGRATH: Bertha somebody. 

BALTER: I don't show a Bertha. 

McGRATH: You don't? 
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BALTER: No. How about an Evelyn Green? 

McGRATH: She was just for a while, I think so, yes. 

BALTER: Someone who stayed on for quite a while would be 

Jean Socis. Do you remember her? 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: What do you recall about her? 

McGRATH: Just that she worked in the office. Just doing 

the regular stuff. 

BALTER: A Maria Lerma? 

McGRATH: Yes. Maria Lerma was the first Spanish-speaking 

person that we could find who could also type. What did 

she earn? 

BALTER: She started off in April of '44 at $17.50, but the 

next month she went to $35. Then in August of '44, she 

went up to $40. 

McGRATH: She was doing well. I want to tell you that that 

was a good salary in those days, a good salary. 

BALTER: Here's an interesting item. In May of '44, there 

are a number of checks to Ben Margolis for legal fees in 

various amounts, ranging from $700 up to $1,500, on sort of 

a semiregular basis. In May '44, there's a check to George 

Shibley for legal services, $1,000. Did he come back from 

the army and begin to do some work? 

McGRATH: No, he didn't do any [appellate] work. George 

had, still has, as far as I know, a beef with the Sleepy 
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Lagoon.Defense Committee, the members of which were all, I 

think, different from the people who hired him when they 

were the Committee for the Defense of Mexican-American 

Youth. George said he was hired and promised a salary 

which they never paid him. When we were working as the 

Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee, I didn't know that. I'm 

not sure who else did know it, but the fact that he brought 

up during Zoot Suit this many years later, that was the 

first I knew that George felt that he had been very badly 

treated, that a promise had been made to him and hadn't 

been kept and that money was owing to him. But apparently 

the committee must have assumed some responsibility there 

and paid him, because he did not do anything on the 

appeal. He didn't work on it. 

BALTER: He was still in the army in May '44, right? I 

believe. I'm not sure. 

McGRATH: That must have been what was decided we could 

afford to do in the way of an honorable payment, but I 

didn't realize until Zoot Suit that he still felt an 

animosity toward the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee. 

BALTER: Well, maybe when we start talking about the making 

of the play and the film, we can get a little more detail 

about what all happened. Did he maintain that he had never 

been paid for any of his services originally? For doing 

the trial in the first place? 
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McGRATH: Right, right. 

BALTER: I see. A Florence Fletcher was someone who-- Does 

that ring a bell--? 

McGRATH: Yes, but somebody who worked in the office. 

BALTER: I take it there were a number of people who were 

sort of in and out the whole time. 

McGRATH: In and out, right. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: You mentioned that few or none of the original 

cc:rnmittee that had been in existence during the trial went 

on in the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee. 

McGRATH: Some. They were not as active. 

BALTER: It appears from the record that La Rue McCormick, 

at some point, seems to kind of drop out of the 

ccmmittee. Do you remember why? 

McGRATH: No, she doesn't really drop out. She doesn't 

have the leadership role that she had before, and that's 

because, really, Carey has taken that on. There was no 

problem in any sense, but LaRue had a whole lot of things 

going. She was still interested in the migratory workers, 

farm workers, and so on. But there was never any conflict 

or any difficulty. 

BALTER: I wasn't even implying that. Just, you know, what 

the reason might have been. 

McGRATH: Oh. No, she didn't lose interest, but I think 

she felt the work was being done. 

BALTER: Let me ask you again, just, do you remember about 
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when it was, what month, that you began working on the 

defense committee? 

McGRATH: Well, it was exactly at the time of the 

conviction. I have a chronology. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: We've now grabbed some documents here that tell us 

that the conviction was on January 15, 1943. So you would 

have been with the canmittee during an incident that I 

wanted to ask you about, which was apparently one of the 

first meetings of the committee which would now-- It was 

still called the Citizens Committee for the Defense of 

Mexican-American Youth at this time, but one of the first 

major meetings, apparently, of the committee that would go 

on to wage the fight around the appeal took place on March 

14, 1943 at the Unitarian-- Well, it was supposed to have 

been at the Unitarian church [First Unitarian Church], and 

it ended up being moved to the Belmont Studios. According 

to some minutes of this meeting, the Los Angeles County DA 

had threatened the Unitarian church that it would lose its 

tax status if it held a meeting there. Do you remember 

that incident? 

McGRATH: No, I don't remember it, but you know the 

Unitarian church was constantly being threatened with 

losing its tax status, and I believe at one time it even 

did. 

BALTER: This is the one at Eighth [Street] and Vermont, I 

assume. 
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McGRATH: Right. Steve [Stephen] Fritchman was the 

minister. I don't remember the incident, but clearly we 

would not have wanted to imperil the Unitarian church just 

when we could meet anyplace. 

BALTER: What I was wondering, I guess, or perhaps 

assuming, was that the DA might have been picking on you. 

McGRATH: Oh, yes. Well, you know that my FBI file starts 

with my involvement in the Sleepy Lagoon case, so clearly 

they had their undercover and their ove rcove r and their 

people were keeping an eye on us. 

BALTER: In those same minutes, there's one person 

mentioned who apparently was early on the treasurer of the 

group, who hasn't cane up before. Robert Morris. 

McGRATH: Robert Morris is a lawyer. He was in a law firm 

with Bob Kenny, and he was a wonderful, attractive young 

man and a good lawyer. I believe he's dead now. He was a 

good progressive lawyer for all the time that he was 

practicing law, but I don't think that there's anything 

special for me to say about him except he was a good guy. 
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TAPE NUMBER V, SIDE TWO 

JANUARY 21, 1985 

BALTER: Alice, in the UCLA Sleepy Lagoon collection 

[Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee, Los Angeles, Papers, 

1942-45, Department of Special Collections], there's 

apparently a complete set in duplicates of something called 

the Appeal News. I wonder if you could tell us how the 

Appeal News came about and what its purpose was. 

McGRATH: The Appeal News was something that I invented as 

a way of keeping in touch with the defendants. I'd started 

out by trying to write letters to them, but it was just 

impossible. So I decided that I was going to put out a 

mimeographed newsletter to them. You probably have the 

dates there. I don't remember them, but pretty much 

throughout the course of the time that I was working on the 

Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee and throughout much of the 

period when the appeal was being carried on, I wrote, tried 

to send them one every week to tell them what was 

happening. 

BALTER: Was the Appeal News distributed beyond the 

plaintiffs? 

McGRATH: No. 

BALTER: I mean, rather, the defendants. 

McGRATH: Well, they became the appellants, you know. The 

legal term for them after they were convicted and the 
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appeal was going on, they were the appellants. But I 

always thought of them as the defendants. 

BALTER: Or the boys. 

McGRATH: Or the boys. And as they said, "Alice's boys." 

BALTER: Who called them that? 

McGRATH: They did. I have the picture of them that was 

sent from San Quentin, and it said, "To Alice, with love 

from her boys." Now many years later, I was chastised for 

using that term instead of "young man" or whatever it is 

that was fashionable. "Young women" of fourteen. We 

didn't have boys and girls anymore; we had "young men and 

women." That was supposed to be not dignified. But I was 

twenty-four when I started, twenty-six when it ended. And 

they, although the oldest one, Smiles, was twenty-two, the 

youngest was seventeen, Chepe, and I was an older woman to 

them. 

BALTER: I want to go through and ask you a few questions 

out of some of the issues of the Appeal News, just to see 

if you remember some of these things. Volume one, number 

one, April 7, 1943, there there's an entreaty from you to 

the appellants, to the boys, to make a good record while in 

prison, to, I guess, behave, make a record for good 

behavior. 

McGRATH: Yes. 
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BALTER: Do you remember that or do you remember what some 

of your thinking was? 

McGRATH: I don't have a clear recollection, but probably 

it was a response to, perhaps, something that Henry might 

have done, because Henry Leyvas was the person throughout 

this thing who got in trouble. He ended up in [California 

State Prison at] Folsom before the appeal was finished. 

BALTER: Oh really, for what? 

McGRATH: For getting into a knife fight with somebody at 

San Quentin. This may have been a response to a smaller 

incident where nothing happened, but instead of addressing 

him directly, it was easier to do through the Appeal News, 

you know, to pretend to be talking to all of them. 

BALTER: Did Henry Leyvas stay in Folsom past the time that 

the other people went out? 

McGRATH: No, no. As soon as the appeal was successful, 

they were released. He's in that picture showing the 

release of all of the appellants. 

BALTER: So he was back at San Quentin. 

McGRATH: Well, they sent him back to San Quentin for the 

release. But he was considered to be a difficult person 

and sent to Folsom. 

BALTER: By the way, you've alluded to Warden Duffy, and in 

the written record there seem to be favorable references to 

Warden Duffy and to how the boys were treated while in San 

Quentin. 
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McGRATH: They were probably treated better in prison than 

they were treated out of prison. That was one of the 

things that seemed to me ironic. I don't really mean it 

was better for them to be in prison, but there was a great 

deal of consideration given to them as appellants in this 

case. Under Warden Duffy, the inmates who wanted to be 

involved in things like putting out the newspaper or being 

on the radio show or playing sports had a lot of 

opportunities for doing that. 

BALTER: Would you say they were treated in any special 

way? 

McGRATH: I think so. I think that the prisoners, inmates, 

were treated better at San Quentin then, in general, than 

they were after Duffy left. But the Sleepy Lagoon 

appellants were given special consideration. I think we 

talked about the fact that I went to visit them and could 

visit all of them and I would spend all day visiting 

them. So, yes, they really were given special 

consideration. 

BALTER: We've touched on it, but I don't think we've 

explored why and how that came about that that was the 

case. 

McGRATH: Well, I think that Duffy recognized that this was 

not a matter of ordinary criminals, that this was a 

political case. And I think that they were treated more 
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like victims of a political kind of trial rather than 

accused murderers. 

BALTER: Did you talk with Warden Duffy personally on a 

number of occasions? 

McGRATH: Yes, I did talk to Warden Duffy. Not only did I 

talk to him then, but I became interested in the process of 

the parole hearings, and he allowed me to come in and sit 

in on a couple of parole hearings. Not of our appellants, 

but of other inmates. He was an unusual person, and we 

were very lucky that he was there at the time. Because 

immediately after he left, the whole atmosphere around the 

prison changed. Now I went up to San Quentin after Duffy 

was no longer the warden. This was after Sleepy Lagoon was 

over. And during Duffy's stewardship, there was an attempt 

to minimize the pain, you know, embarrassment of coming to 

visit a prisoner. There were no searches that I can 

remember. Now there must have been searches of people if 

they suspected them, I suppose, but there was a great deal 

of feeling that you, coming to visit inmates, were not 

looked upon as-- There wasn't any attempt to make you feel 

humiliated because you were coming there. After Duffy 

left, coming to visit at San Quentin was awfully 

unpleasant. It's like going to the airport, the security 

thing. One felt different about going to San Quentin after 

Duffy left, that there was no attempt made to make the 

visitors feel comfortable. 
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BALTER: Do you remember about when he left? How long 

before the kids got out of jail? 

McGRATH: No, no. He was the warden all the time they were 

there. 

BALTER: Oh, I'm sorry. I misunderstood. 

McGRATH: No, I went to San Quentin to visit later on, 

after they were out. 

BALTER: I see. I misunderstood. 

McGRATH: On something unrelated to the Sleepy Lagoon case. 

BALTER: I seem to recall, and I'm not catching at anything 

in particular, but I seem to recall that there was a 

period, especially after that Paul Muni movie, the chain 

gang one [I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang], there was-

This was a period of prison reform at some point, in the 

thirties and forties, wasn't it? 

McGRATH: Right. Because San Quentin had had a reputation 

earlier of being a vicious prison system. On another tape 

we talked about one of the men who'd been deported who was 

a leader in the Mexican community. But before his 

deportation, he was kept in filthy, really kind of tortured 

conditions in prison, and I think it was San Quentin he was 

talking about. 

BALTER: I believe you're right. I believe you're right. 

McGRATH: He was talking about dreadful conditions. So 

this was a period of reform, but it only lasted while Duffy 
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was there. I think there was a period before Duffy when 

things were getting better, but Duffy carried prison reform 

to probably the best it has been in state prisons. Now in 

federal prisons, at about that same time, and perhaps later 

on, too, there was a federal commissioner of prisons who 

had the same attitudes as Duffy. So federal prisons were, 

in general, operated in a less inhuman-- I won't say that 

it was, you know, humanistic, but it was less inhuman in 

the federal prison system than in the state prisons. 

BALTER: Okay. Volume one, number two, of the Appeal News, 

April 21, 1943, mentions a $2,000 pledge from the Southern 

California District Council of the International Workers 

Order [!WO] and also mentions that a Gray Bemis, the 

executive secretary of that entity, was active on the 

committee. Now I know that the CIO was active also--

McGRATH: Yes, and the International Workers Order was 

too. International Workers Order was a fraternal, 

progressive, left organization. I guess it was the 

progressives' version of Rotary or something. There were 

many in this area. It was also ethnic. I know in black 

areas there was black International Workers Order and in 

Italian neighborhoods they would be-- But they were people 

who had been active in union and progressive and left 

causes. So it was a progressive fraternal organization. 

The first time I ever made a speech in my life was going to 
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a small meeting of the !WO and speaking to about ten old 

Jewish guys who already, I'm sure, had decided to give 

their ten dollars. Have we talked about this before, when 

I was explaining--? 

BALTER: I don't believe so. 

McGRATH: All right. The first time that I ever spoke 

about Sleepy Lagoon, it would have been previous to this 

date, but we were asked for a speaker. I didn't think of 

myself as a speaker. I'd never spoken except at these 

little locals, with a prepared spiel at the CIO. Not much 

of that either, but just enough. 

Anyway, we were asked for a speaker, and I asked 

Carey, "What do we do?" I'm just learning how to be a 

volunteer there. 

"Well, you go and speak," he said. 

"But I can't. I'm not a speaker." 

And he said, "Of course you're a speaker, because the 

only requirement for being a speaker is that you know what 

you're talking about. You know more about this case than 

anybody that we have." 

So I went to this little group of about, I think, 

about ten people sitting around a table, with my hands 

sweaty and my knees shaking, and explained what the case 

was about. They listened very politely and I think pledged 

ten dollars or whatever they'd already decided to give. 

205 



And I must have made presentations, then, also to other 

people, and since I think Gray Davis was on the 

sponsoring--

BALTER: Gray Bemis? 

McGRATH: Gray Bemis, I mean, not Gray Davis. Gray Davis 

is somebody now. Gray Bemis, yes. 

BALTER: According to the Appeal News, he was active with 

the committee. Do you remember him very well? 

McGRATH: Oh, yes. 

BALTER: What do you recall about him? 

McGRATH: Just a wonderful person, [laughter] Gray Bemis. 

I think, I may not be right about this, but I think he may 

have been Luisa Moreno's husband. Luisa Moreno was an 

organizer for the CIO. She organized with the farm 

workers. 

BALTER: Yes. She's fairly well known, actually. 

McGRATH: I think Gray Bemis left with her when she left 

the country. 

BALTER: To go--? 

McGRATH: To go live in Mexico. 

BALTER: We're still on the same issue of the Appeal 

News. It's a lot of news in this particular issue, quite a 

bit. There's a mention of Jeanette Salve [drops the e]. 

McGRATH: Jeanette Salve [pronounces the e like a long a]. 
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BALTER: A UCLA student, it says, who was going to act as 

youth coordinator for the committee. Do you remember her? 

McGRATH: Sure. I remember her very well. Not only do I 

remember her, but there was a very touching reunion at the 

tribute to Ben Margolis where Henry Ynostroza and Manuel 

Delgado came to that, and Jeanette Salve was there. I 

hadn't seen her since Sleepy Lagoon days, but I recognized 

her. At the time, since she was a few years younger than I 

was, she seemed to be a very young person. Of course, now 

she's in my generation. She was just a pretty, darling 

young woman who probably did some talking and raising 

money. Youth coordinator, that meant that she was going to 

propagandize among the students. 

BALTER: When you saw her, this was at the National Lawyers 

Guild tribute to Ben Margolis? 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: What is she doing now? 

McGRATH: Oh, I don't know. We didn't really talk about 

that, except clearly she's still involved somehow in 

progressive things or she wouldn't have been at that. 

BALTER: By the way, in this same issue of the Appeal News, 

there's a mention of Private George Shibley. Do you know-

and of course we can ask him, but just in case, you know-

why he did not go into the, I guess, judge advocate 

general-- Why he didn't become an attorney in the army? 
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McGRATH: I have no idea. I have no idea. 

BALTER: Okay, we'll ask him that one. 

McGRATH: You know, he may have later, because I think 

everybody went in as a private, right? It may have just 

been the first few weeks. So you'll have to ask him. 

BALTER: 

McGRATH: 

BALTER: 

Yes. Nowadays it's a little different. 

They just go directly into the-

I believe so, yes. 

McGRATH: It may have been because of his having been 

involved with Sleepy Lagoon and as a CIO lawyer. Because 

my former brother-in-law, who was the accountant, more than 

the accountant, I've forgotten the word, for the CIO, went 

into the army. He applied for officers' training, and they 

refused him. They were keeping an FBI file on him just 

because of his association with the CIO. 

BALTER: Well, one of the reasons I asked the question, or 

was struck by that, was that Fred Okrand in his oral 

history mentions that he went into the army about a year or 

two earlier, I believe. He mentions that he was not able 

to get into the judge advocate general, but there was 

allegedly some technicality that kept him out. So I was 

struck by the fact that here's another lawyer who's in as a 

private. 

McGRATH: Joe Goldberg, who was married to my sister for a 

number of years, couldn't get into officers' training, and 
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later, when he got his FBI file, it turns out that they had 

fellow soldiers spying on him. In his file there is a 

letter from me referring to the Sleepy Lagoon thing, and in 

that letter I say, "It's strange, but since I've been going 

up north to visit my friends"--! meant going up to visit 

the Sleepy Lagoon--"I have the feeling I'm being 

censored." This letter is in his FBI file. 

BALTER: That's interesting. Also, there's a few people 

mentioned as new officers of the Sleepy Lagoon committee, 

again in the same issue of the Appeal News, and I wonder 

what you remember about them. Joe [Joseph] Marty has now 

apparently become chair at this point, and he's a business 

agent for the United Electrical Workers [United Electrical, 

Radio and Machine Workers of America] . 

McGRATH: Right. So that's more CIO involvement. 

BALTER: Do you remember Mr. Marty? 

McGRATH: I just remember him as being a good CIO organizer 

guy. 

BALTER: Then the secretary becomes Harriet Pomerantz, who 

is associated with the United Off ice and Professional 

Workers of America. Do you remember her? 

McGRATH: Okay. That's another good CIO person. 

BALTER: You don't recall any specifics? Finally, Joseph 

Daniels has now become treasurer, and he's a delegate to 

the Conference of Studio Unions [CSU]. Now that's 
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interesting to me, because I forget exactly what the time 

frame of what was going on in Hollywood was, but at one 

point, I believe, there was an opposition between the CSU 

and the Screen Writers Guild [Writers Guild of America]. 

It was a split politically in the Hollywood community. 

McGRATH: I don't have any recollection about that at all. 

BALTER: Moving to volume one, number four, of the Appeal 

News, May 19, 1943, there's a mention that Leo Gallagher is 

working with Ben Margolis on the appeal. How much did Leo 

get involved in it? 

McGRATH: Not a lot, but enough that I would have mentioned 

it there. I think his role was not a major one. 

BALTER: We've already talked about the Al Jarvis dance and 

the fact that that did finally come off. There's a mention 

in volume one, number five, which is June 22, 1943, and a 

few other places too, of a David Cano. 

McGRATH: David Cano was a Pile Drivers Union either 

organizer or representative. 

have pile drivers anymore. 

Now pile drivers, they don't 

People don't do that; great big 

machines do. Do you know what a pile driver is? 

BALTER: Yes. 

McGRATH: People may not remember that a pile driver, using 

some machinery, I don't think they did it with hammers or 

anything, drove these huge logs into the ocean bottom that 

made piers. The pile drivers were heroic workers, like the 
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Hugo Gellert types almost. Hugo Gellert always drew the 

heroic, massively muscled workers. But David Cano was very 

active in San Francisco in publicizing the case and in 

working among the locals in San Francisco for fundraising 

and publicity. When I went to San Francisco I would visit 

David and his wife, and I was very fond of him, I thought 

he was an extraordinarily bright, active, and personable 

man. 

BALTER: How active was he with the committee? 

McGRATH: Well, he was active throughout. That is, he wa~ 

sort of our San Francisco contact among the unions there. 

Yes, that's what I remember. 

BALTER: In volume one, number seven, July 19, 1943, there 

is kind of a cryptic note there. It says that most of the 

boys are making a good record while they're in prison, but 

one has possibly had a little bit of trouble. Then I think 

there might be a comment about, "Well, eleven out of twelve 

isn't bad." What was that about? 

McGRATH: Yes, well, that probably involves Henry, because 

he was the only one who got into trouble while they were up 

there. He may have been sent to Folsom at that point, I'm 

not sure. Somewhere along the line I did go to Folsom to 

visit Henry. But that refers to Henry and to his inability 

to keep his temper. 
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BALTER: By the way, while the committee was so active on 

the side of the appellants, defendants in this case, did 

any sort of countergroup or countercampaign ever spring up? 

McGRATH: Not an organized countergroup. I mentioned 

earlier that the priest in the parish where they lived 

spoke against the committee, and there was some red-baiting 

that came back. But there was not a committee to keep them 

in prison. It wasn't like that. No, there wasn't an 

organized kind of group. 

BALTER: Or did organizations that already existed at the 

time, perhaps conservative organizations or whatever, take 

up this issue in their own newspapers, literature, anything 

like that that you remember? 

McGRATH: Not that I know of. 

BALTER: What did you think of the media coverage after the 

trial was over and during the whole appeal process? 

McGRATH: They were quiet. 

BALTER: was it difficult to get coverage other than 

friends? Well, you mentioned Matt Weinstock. 

McGRATH: Matt Weinstock and the left press, the ethnic 

press, the CIO press covered it. But the daily press 

didn't, they just weren't interested. It wasn't juicy 

scandal, gossip, violence, so on. It was a legal appeal. 

That's very boring to them. 

BALTER: How about when they got out of jail? 
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McGRATH: Very little attention, very little. A reporter 

covered the release, the day of the release, and you've 

seen pictures of the boys coming out of prison. That was 

taken by a Look photographer--Look or Life, sorry, don't 

remember exactly what--and he got these marvelous pictures 

which you've seen of the boys walking out of the Hall of 

Justice, of the crowd waiting at the Hall of Justice. 

[tape recorder off] He covered it. He covered that whole 

day of the release with some incredibly dramatic pictures 

which were never used. Nobody was interested. The fact 

that the case had been characterized by the appellate court 

as having been a lousy trial was not of interest, so those 

pictures were not used. 

BALTER: Did Sleepy Lagoon become sort of a buried piece of 

history after this, until zoot suit--? 

McGRATH: It became a buried part of history except to the 

legal profession. It was one of the most cited cases on 

the points of law that were mentioned in the appeal: the 

right to access to the attorney, the right of the 

defendants to certain privileges which they were denied, 

the interference of the judge with the defense and his 

clear bias in favor of the prosecution, but the right of 

defendants to confer, to really be represented by their 

lawyers was one of the main legal points. Also, there were 

legal points about the question of conspiracy, and lawyers 
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throughout the country knew this case as the People of 

California v. Zammora, et al., whereas the lay public 

didn't remember it at all. Now when Zoot Suit revived the 

case in the memory of people, lawyers that I knew who 

hadn't--you know, I hadn't talked about this case for years 

and years--lawyers said, "Why didn't you tell us you were 

involved in Zammora?" That's how they knew the case. So a 

lot of them knew about it all through. 

But it did not become part of the vocabulary of 

progressive causes in the same way that Scottsboro or 

Sacco-Vanzetti had become, even though during the period 

when the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee was working and we 

were getting publicity and so on, it was nationally, 

internationally known. But I think later events in the war 

and the fact that the Mexican-American community and the 

Chicano movement had really not arisen then-- In later 

years, it became part of Chicano history and then became 

even more so when the play opened. But it was a buried 

part of history for a long time to everybody except the 

legal community and certain scholars. 

BALTER: By the way, I'll mention, just for whoever's 

benefit at this point, there's another Zamora case, which 

is an important one and just so nobody confuses it, which 

is the citizens' complaint, the file-shredding case in Los 

Angeles. So I'm just going to mention that for the record, 

in case those cases are confused. 
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McGRATH: Also mention that the Zamora in this case was Gus 

Zamora, one of the nine who was convicted of second-degree 

murder. Gus Zamora was a very nice person. I don't think 

he was ever in any particular trouble before or after, but 

his father was outraged that the case was known by his 

name. He felt that that was an insult and a blot on the 

family honor, and he really never forgave Gus, thinking 

that Gus must have done something special, Gus must have 

made himself more prominent in some way, when in fact it 

was simply a random selection of one of the defendants. 

They gave it the name of maybe the first person who was 

charged or whatever. But Gus played no particular role in 

the thing, it was just an accident. But he felt all 

through his life--he's dead, he died last year--but he felt 

all through his life that this was a stain and a burden. 

His father never forgave him. 

BALTER: That's sad. 

McGRATH: Yes, and especially sad since he really didn't 

play any particular role that there would have been a 

reason to select his name for the case. 

accident. 

It was an 

BALTER: Going back to the Appeal News, volume one, number 

ten, September 9, 1943, it mentions that the actor Canada 

Lee has now become a sponsor of the committee. How 

involved did he get? 
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McGRATH: Well, he was outspoken against racism, and, for 

the most part, except the people in the CIO who were active 

in getting us publicity in the CIO News and getting money 

in their locals, the sponsors were, as most sponsors of 

things like that, people who are generous enough to let us 

use their names because their names mean something. Canada 

Lee was making a reputation as a fine actor, so the use of 

his name was something that we appreciated. 

BALTER: So it was more his name. 

McGRATH: His name, yes. 

BALTER: How much among the Hollywood folk--? Were you 

able to raise any substantial amounts of money from them? 

Are there particular Hollywood people who gave a lot of 

money to the committee? 

McGRATH: We had the benefit at the Mocambo, at which Rita 

Hayworth appeared and others. Orson Welles was prominent 

in the sense that he allowed his name to be used, and he 

spoke about the case, he really did. He was active in more 

than just letting us use his name. But the Hollywood 

people who were interested were the ones who did the fund

raising. So there was probably money raised among the 

Hollywood people that I wouldn't be able to identify as 

having come from any particular person. 

BALTER: You mean it would just sort of come forward. 
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McGRATH: That's right, without people's names being 

attached. So the people may have given money, but I 

wouldn't know. I'm not trying to say that they weren't 

generous or that they were generous. I really just don't 

know. But money did come from Hollywood. 

BALTER: Now in the same issue of the Appeal News, it's 

announced that the name of the committee has just been 

changed to the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee. 

McGRATH: I think we felt that the case had become known as 

the Sleepy Lagoon case, and it was a less cumbersome name 

than "Defense of Mexican-American Youth. 11 Because really 

we were not in defense of Mexican-American youth; we were 

simply working on the Sleepy Lagoon case. That was the 

only function of the committee. 

BALTER: Do you remember how it came to be called the 

Sleepy Lagoon case? 

McGRATH: Yes. The newspapers, at the beginning of the 

trial, as the testimony was given, the events of that night 

that culminated in the death of Diaz-- The defendants and 

their girls and other people were used to going to a 

reservoir that they had given the nickname "Sleepy 

Lagoon." There was a song that was popular at the time 

that was called "Sleepy Lagoon." I can't sing it for you, 

but it was called "Sleepy Lagoon." 

BALTER: Do you remember who recorded it? 
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McGRATH: No, but it was extremely popular. There were a 

number of recordings of it. You know, Sleepy Lagoon and 

moon and that kind of popular song. It was just an old 

reservoir down in the south central part of L.A. So as 

they tal~ed about going to the Sleepy Lagoon, going to the 

Sleepy Lagoon, some newspaperman picked up the Sleepy 

Lagoon thing and began to call it "the Sleepy Lagoon 

case." It was called the Sleepy Lagoon case. In the 

headlines as they're reporting it, "the Sleepy Lagoon, 

Sleepy Lagoon." Then "the Sleepy Lagooners," and then it 

becomes "Goons," from Sleepy Lagoon. "The Sleepy 

Lagooners" and then "Goons," so that the Hearst press 

talked about the "Goons" who were on trial. 

BALTER: There's some mention in some clippings that are in 

the collection that soon after this there was a plan to 

turn the lagoon into a boating and recreation place of some 

sort. 

McGRATH: No, I think there's just a big building of some 

sort now. Somebody, Manuel Delgado, told me that there's a 

Southern California Edison or Pacific Gas or something, big 

building. There's no way to recognize that it was once 

kind of open country. 

BALTER: Do you remember, though, it going through, in the 

process of what it is now, do you remember it going through 

a transition as a boating and recreation--? 
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McGRATH: No. 

BALTER: I'm wondering if that ever actually happened. 

McGRATH: No, I'm sure it didn't. I'm sure it didn't. 

BALTER: Did you or others ever visit the Sleepy Lagoon 

after this was all over with? 

McGRATH: I didn't. No, I didn't during the time or after. 

BALTER: So you never actually saw Sleepy Lagoon? 

McGRATH: I never saw Sleepy Lagoon. 

BALTER: Okay. In volume one, number eleven, of the Appeal 

News, September 23, 1943, there's a mention that Jaime 

Gonzales, the chair of the CIO Committee on Mexican 

Affairs, has now become active with the committee. Do you 

remember him? 

McGRATH: Well, I just remember him as somebody who was 

active and supportive, but I don't remember any details. 

BALTER: In the same issue, there's a mention of then 

[California] Assemblyman Augustus Hawkins becoming a 

sponsor. Did he just lend his name? 

McGRATH: He lent his name, which was extraordinarily 

useful at that point. 

BALTER: In volume one, number twelve--we talked a little 

bit about Orson Welles--this is the October 18, 1943 issue, 

there's mention of a meeting at the home of Mrs. Ira 

Gershwin [Leonore], chaired by Orson Welles, attended by 

writers, directors, actors, et cetera. The speakers are 
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Carey Mcwilliams, Ben Margolis, Lupe Leyvas. Do you 

remember that particular meeting? Was Mrs. Gershwin active 

with the committee in any way other than--? 

McGRATH: Other than letting us use her home and, you know, 

she may have been one of the people who gave money. 

BALTER: Did you know Orson Welles very well at that time? 

McGRATH: No. I had met him a couple of times, met Rita 

Hayworth at the Mocambo event, but I didn't get to know any 

of the Hollywood people. 

BALTER: Did Carey Mcwilliams work with them, primarily, or 

who was the liaison? 

McGRATH: Well, no. It was probably Josephine and-- I 

don't know who else, but we had people who were Hollywood 

people who worked with them. I'm sure Josephine Bright was 

instrumental in getting those things going, because she was 

the one who had the connections with the film community. 

BALTER: Was she active in the committee pretty much the 

whole way through? 

McGRATH: Yes. She was very active during the trial, 

speaking and coming to meetings and so on, but during the 

period of the appeal, her function was, I think, involving 

the Hollywood people and getting some of this fundraising 

going. But she was interested and available throughout the 

whole time. 

BALTER: We had alluded to this earlier, but in volume two, 
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number four, which is January 17, 1943, there's a 

discussion of--

McGRATH: January '43 or '44? 

BALTER: 'Forty-four. There's a discussion of the 

applications for parole and some attempt to reassure the 

appellants that this would not have any effect on their 

appeal. Do you remember the parole process and what was 

being done to try to get them paroled? Were there efforts 

to get them out on an early parole? 

McGRATH: Oh, yes. Because the appellants who were 

convicted of second-degree murder and sentenced to five to 

life with good behavior were eligible, it was about a year 

they were eligible for parole. We were active in getting 

letters for them, we wanted them out. You know, it had no 

effect on the appeal process at all for them to stay in San 

Quentin. So we were active in the parole, and we were also 

telling them that the appeal, even if they were out on 

parole, that the appeal was important in order to remove 

the conviction of murder from their records. Otherwise 

they would have been felons for the rest of their lives. I 

think we may have had some questions about it, but no 

trouble. That is they may have said, "Isn't it okay for us 

just to be out on parole?" But I don't think we had any 

trouble about it. 

BALTER: The same issue of the Appeal News mentions a Mrs. 
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Anya Goldberg and says that she's raised a lot of money for 

the defense--

McGRATH: Yes. I'm glad you mentioned that, because I was 

going to say she worked on the west side with the Jewish 

community, but she also worked with some of the film 

people. She was a just fantastic woman who had fundraising 

things going on practically throughout the whole appeal. 

BALTER: Who was she? Who was she married to? 

McGRATH: I have no idea. I have no idea. I didn't know 

her before, I didn't know her afterwards. But throughout 

the whole appeal, Anya Goldberg could be counted on to turn 

up regularly with money that had been raised as a result of 

some of her activity, whether it was a little bit of money 

for breakfast or a lunch or something or if it was some 

large sum of money that she had been responsible for. She 

was one of our angel fundraisers. 

BALTER: Do you remember where she lived? 

McGRATH: In the west side someplace. She was a middle

class Jewish woman. 

BALTER: So she'd be today's equivalent of a west side 

liberal. 

McGRATH: Right, exactly. But with enormous energy and 

greatly appreciated. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VI, SIDE ONE 

JANUARY 21, 1985 

BALTER: Alice, what I'd like to do at this point is go 

through, more or less, really a list of the defendants in 

the case and have you tell me about them: what you 

remember about them, what you know about them in terms of 

what's happened since they got out of prison, whether 

they're still alive today, if so, what they're doing, and 

just everything you know. [tape recorder off] 

McGRATH: I think I'd like to preface this by saying that 

first we're talking about the twenty-two defendants in the 

trial. The whole possible total range of personality, 

behavior, history, and so on was represented in those 

twenty-two, from kids who absolutely had never been in any 

kind of trouble to kids who were already on some sort of 

crash course. And among the twelve, the three who were 

convicted of first-degree murder and the nine of second

degree murder, the same range. I mean there was a little 

narrower range because there are only twelve people instead 

of twenty-two, but the defendants could not be 

characterized as a group as being of a certain type. So 

I'll try to make that more clear as we talk about them. 

The defendants that we're talking about are the twelve who 

were convicted of murder, the three of first-degree and 

nine of second-degree. 
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BALTER: Right. The five who were acquitted you had very 

little contact with, I assume. 

McGRATH: Very little contact. And the five who were just 

convicted of assault I had very little contact with. 

BALTER: Although I do have a list of their names, so I may 

ask you just what you know. 

McGRATH: You may. All right. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: So what we're going to do here is you've got a 

list in front of you of the boys, the defendants, and I'll 

just let you discuss them in the order that you choose 

there. 

McGRATH: All right. There's no reason for the order: 

it's just the way that these names are written down on the 

piece of paper. So this is a random selection. I'll try 

to remember what I can of them at the time, how they struck 

me. I will also try to tell you as much as I know about 

what happened to them after they were out of San Quentin 

and in some cases, in a few cases, I will mention how they 

may have been part of a composite character who would have 

turned up in the play Zoot Suit. 

I'll start with Victor Thompson, who was the only 

Anglo on trial. He was also known as Bobby Levine. His 

mother had been married a number of times; I don't know 

whether his legal name was Bobby Levine or Victor 

Thompson. But he lived in the neighborhood, he hung out 
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with these Chicano kids--we're now using that term, 

although it wasn't used then--and he sounded like them, He 

had exactly the same kind of tone. If you didn't look at 

him, you would think you were listening to a Chicano, 

somebody who was Spanish-speaking. Though he wasn't very 

much Spanish-speaking, but his English sounded as though he 

were Spanish-speaking. And he was very much Anglo looking, 

sort of blond, good-looking young man, boy. All through 

the trial he was pretty quiet. Through the time of the 

appeal he wrote to me regularly, and there was nothing 

remarkable about the time that he was in prison. What was 

remarkable about Victor Thompson is that he was the last 

one of the defendants to get in touch with me after, during 

the time that the play Zoot Suit was on. In fact, I think 

it was only when the film came out that he called me. All 

the other living defendants had, one by one, come forward, 

found me, and I'd been in touch with them. 

But Victor Thompson was not to be found anyplace, and 

he called me, the last one to get in touch with me. He 

invited me to come out to visit him where he lived, not in 

Los Angeles County. He'd seen the picture of the 

defendants, the appellants, leaving the hall of justice on 

the day that they were released, and he said, "I walked 

away from there and I walked out of the courthouse and I 

left Los Angeles and I left for good. I wasn't going to 
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come back for any reason." He said, "I wasn't going to 

live in Los Angeles anymore." He went to live in a small 

town, and at the time he talked to me, which was a couple 

of years ago, he said-- He was very cordial to me, invited 

me to come and visit him. But he lives about a five-hour 

drive away from Ventura, so I haven't gone to see him. I 

invited him to see me. He's married, a grandfather, sounds 

very settled and just fine. But he just walked away. That 

was the end of his involvement with Thirty-eighth Street, 

Los Angeles, Sleepy Lagoon, Zoot Suit. 

BALTER: And what's he been doing? 

McGRATH: At the time that he was talking to me, I think he 

was getting ready to retire. It's hard for me to keep 

remembering this, but since they were all a few years 

younger than I and all these years have passed-- I'm sixty

seven, so if they were five years younger at the time-- So 

Victor would be over sixty now, thinking of retiring. But 

he'd been managing a mobile home court, something like 

that. 

BALTER: Can you tell me where he lives? 

McGRATH: No, I think he wouldn't want that now. 

BALTER: He doesn't want it. 

McGRATH: No. He really doesn't want it, no. 

BALTER: But somewhere still in California. 

McGRATH: Somewhere in California, in a small town. 
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BALTER: Okay. 

McGRATH: Okay, now let's talk about Ysmael Parra, who was 

known as Smiles. Smiles was the oldest of the 

defendants. He was twenty-two, married, had a child, and 

he was the only one of them who had a skilled trade. He 

was a metalworker. A metalworker in those days could be 

employed all the time. Ironic that Smiles is the 

nickname. Smiles or Smiley is the nickname for Ysmael; 

sometimes Mayo is the nickname. But they called him 

smiles, and he was a very sober, almost solemn, person. He 

was struck by the conviction even more than the others, I 

believe, because he was married and had a child and because 

he was really a very serious person. 

He was the only one of the defendants who at one time 

thought he might leave the appeal. But we've talked about 

that. Do you want me to mention that again? Or just ref er 

back to the fact that--? We've talked about this elsewhere 

in the interview, but Smiles was under the impression that 

we wanted his wife to go out and do active fundraising 

qoor-to-door. He felt that he didn't want her to, and if 

that was a condition of it, he wanted to leave. But when I 

explained that it wasn't, he continued. 

He was on the boxing team at San Quentin, and he was, 

when the appeal was over and he was released, it seemed to 

me then that almost more than any of the other defendants, 
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he was appreciative of the fact that he didn't have a 

murder conviction and that the committee didn't have any 

mysterious motives for having conducted the appeal. He 

kept in touch with me for a number of years, he would come 

over. He didn't have very much to say to me, but he would 

come over, almost as though he were doing a courtesy duty, 

to say, "I just want to come and visit you to show you that 

I haven't forgotten and that I appreciate what the 

committee did for us" and so on. 

Then he moved out of town. He went to live in New 

Mexico, I believe, New Mexico or Arizona, where he got a 

job. He separated from his wife, which I think was the 

reason he left town, and he lived there for a number of 

years. When he came back, he may have been retired from 

working, because he was only two years younger than I 

was. So when he came back, when I saw him, he was already 

in his sixties, or close to it anyway. When the play 

opened I was sixty, so Smiles would have been, when the 

• play opened, fifty-eight. 

I didn't see him through the short run of the play, 

which was the ten-day run at the Mark Taper [Forum], you 

know, in the Theater for Now. But when it reopened in the 

fall and I came there, he hadn't been in touch with me, but 

he was there at the play, at the opening, and it was a very 

emotional and pleasant reunion. At the intermission, he 
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came to me, and I asked him what he thought of the play. 

He had tears in his eyes and said, "Watching the play made 

me realize something I didn't know when this was going 

on. 11 He said, "When it was happening to us, I knew how 

awful it was, but I didn't realize how sad it was." I was 

very touched by that. 

Smiles came to see the play dozens of times. I think 

the play, besides making him realize how sad it was, 

besides awful, I think the play made him feel that the 

event had been significant, that he had participated, even 

though not by choice, that he had participated in something 

that was historically significant. I think he was very 

proud to have been involved in it. That's all, I think. I 

haven't seen Smiles for a couple of years. He was not very 

well last time I saw him. 

I talked about Gus Zamora a little bit elsewhere in 

the interview and mentioned that the case was known legally 

as the People of the State of California v. Zammora, et al. 

and that his father felt somehow he was to blame in some 

way that the others were not and did not accept the 

explanation that it was simply a random choice and Gus was 
• 

not in any way involved in a way that would have made it 

reasonable for his name to be chosen. He was a quiet 

person and a sweet personality. I really don't know what 

he did after their release. I saw him when the play was 
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on, and he was already very sick. He'd had bypass surgery 

and he was melancholy. It took him a while to come to see 

the play. He didn't come to see it right away, because he 

said, as a couple of the others did, that they wanted it 

out of their lives. It had ruined that period. They felt 

that the only way they could go on was to put it behind 

them. Gus said his father had never forgiven him for 

having disgraced the family because the case was named 

after him. He came to see the play a few times, but he 

always had that feeling of bitterness, disappointment, and 

his illness, I think, made him also melancholy. He died a 

year or so ago, but it was not unexpected since he had a 

history of heart disease. 

BALTER: Let me ask you a question here. Those of the 

defendants that you had not remained in touch with, what 

are some of the ways in which they found out about the play 

or got back in touch with you? 

McGRATH: Well, it was interesting. It was a variety of 

ways. I had the phone numbers of a couple of them and had 

talked to them over the years occasionally, and others 

heard about it because Zoot Suit-- When it opened, the 

first audiences for Zoot Suit were all theatergoers, nice, 

polite audiences of WASPy, Jewish theatergoers. 

BALTER: I don't know. I went to one of those early ones. 

McGRATH: Well, I was going to say WASPy, Jewish 

230 



theatergoers. We knew how to go to a play, which was to 

sit there quietly and watch it, and audience participation 

was not one of the things-- You know, you don't move any 

body parts, really, when you're watching a play. But a few 

days after Zoot Suit opened, the barrio heard about it, and 

the word about it just spread all over the place. Now I 

don't know if it was in the newspapers. See, I didn't 

collect the reviews or anything at the time. But within a 

few days of the opening, guys were calling me. So one by 

one, those who were alive-- Now Bobby Telles was dead and 

Henry Leyvas was dead at that time, and, since then, Gus 

Zamora has died. But of those who were alive, eventually 

all of them got in touch with me or came to the play. A 

couple of them just came to the play and there it was: I 

hadn't talked to some of them for a very long time and just 

saw them there. It was very moving, very exciting. 

BALTER: Which of them, if any, stayed in touch with each 

other, remained friends over the years? 

McGRATH: Manuel Delgado and Henry Ynostroza were close 

friends and compadres. Now they were the closest 

friends. Gus Zamora hung out with them too. Manuel Reyes 

and John Matuz were friendly and with [Jack] Melendez. I 

don't know how true this was in the period before the play 

opened, but then after the play opened, it seemed to me 

that Melendez, [Angel] Padilla, Zamora, Delgado and 
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Ynostroza would sort of show up together. I don't think 

that they were buddies in the sense that I would say 

Ynostroza and Manuel Delgado were. They were very, very 

close. The person who was not in touch at all with any of 

them and has not been since then is Chepe, for reasons 

which I'll explain as we go on here. Of course, Henry was 

dead, Bobby Telles was dead. So I think I've mentioned 

them all by now, that is, their relationship to each other. 

Let me go on to Manuel Delgado now. Manuel Delgado 

was--is, he's still alive, and I've been in touch with him 

on and off through the years--Manuel Delgado was one of the 

first to be released on parole. In prison, he played 

baseball and he was on the boxing team. He was a splendid 

athlete. I think he was so good that, had the 

circumstances of his life been different, he might have 

been a professional athlete. He was that good. He was a 

lefty--left-handed, I don't mean left politically--and very · 

bright, extremely bright, and a sense of humor and he could 

draw. There are examples of some of the little drawings 

that he did, little cartoons that he did. His letters were 

literate, and when he was out on parole Max Schechter, who 

was then my husband, took him in as an apprentice and 

taught him furniture making. He's still involved in that, 

but it wasn't a straight path. 

Manuel worked for a while, then hung out with the guys 
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who were going to get in trouble and was in prison a couple 

of times for marijuana. He really didn't do long time, but 

he was arrested on a drug charge. He was not guilty, but 

when that happened to him, he made a vow. He said he made 

a promise to himself that if he got out of this one, he 

would never again be involved in anything that would put 

him in danger of going to prison. He was married, and by 

then he had, I think, a couple of kids. And he kept his 

promise: he got out of that one, he was never again in any 

trouble. But he worked spasmodically, you might say, from 

the time he got out of prison on the Sleepy Lagoon case 

until he made that vow. Then he worked as a furniture 

worker, which was a highly-skilled worker, for many years. 

He's today a grandfather, I think maybe even a great

grandfather. He is still with the wife that he was married 

to at the time. He's a great jazz fan. He's, I suppose-

Well, not suppose, I will say that I had a tremendous 

emotional attachment to the group, with different degrees 

of attachment to the individuals. As a group, I was 

terribly involved with them and cared about them. As an 

individual, I think--I mean, I know--as an individual, 

Manuel Delgado was my favorite. I really cared about him 

so much. I thought he was so bright, ' so interesting, so 

full of potentials that were never able to be realized. 

I'm still very fond of him. 
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BALTER: Where is Manuel Delgado living now? 

McGRATH: Manny Delgado lives in the Los Angeles bay area, 

in the Long Beach area, now. 

Manuel Delgado's best friend, and remains his best 

friend, is Henry Ynostroza. During the time of the appeal, 

he was known as "Little Hank." Actually, he was smaller in 

stature than Henry Leyvas. Recently, I mean within the 

last couple of years, he's resented being called "Little 

Hank" because I think he felt that that diminished him in 

comparison to Henry Leyvas. Hanky Ynostroza was 

attractive, bright, and a very good athlete, too--he was 

boxing in San Quentin--and personable. I don't know what 

he did for work. It's curious--! mean now that we are 

discussing them, it's curious to me--but I felt that 

because there had been a question of invasion of their 

privacy, which it really wasn't in a legal sense, but from 

my point of view, I really didn't inquire about what they 

did. Because it seemed to me that I was entitled only to 

know what they offered, and I didn't ask-- Well, for some I 

didn't ask because I knew that what they did was something 

they didn't want to talk about. With others, I felt that 

they would volunteer how they had managed to get through 

the years. I don't know what Henry did. It makes me 

curious enough now that I'm going to ask him next time I 

talk to him or to Manuel Delgado. But that's all I know. 
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That's all I can tell you about Henry Ynostroza except he 

lives in the Los Angeles area. I think I'm going to really 

talk about three next, who were Manuel Reyes, John Matuz, 

and Jack Melendez. The reason I put them together is 

because there is a circumstance that ties them together. 

They were all good-looking and quiet young men during the 

time of the trial. There was nothing out of the ordinary 

about them. They all wrote to me occasionally and were 

friendly, were glad to see me, it seemed, when I went to 

see them. All three of them, when I last talked to them or 

heard from them, had little businesses. I'm assuming that 

they were going in that direction. When I saw them, they 

were small entrepreneurs. 

I think it would be important to mention here 

something about the opportunities that were available to 

this generation, and it is dramatically different now from 

what it was then. The amount of job discrimination that 

started in high school and before is simply unimaginable. 

It is simply unimaginable. The boys and girls of that 

generation were actively discouraged from junior high, 

high, on, from learning skills or trades. It was assumed 

that they would do unskilled work, that they would do 

menial work, that nobody wanted to hire them, that also 

they were unteachable. For Smiles to have had a trade was 

unusual. The choices, the options, available to this 
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generation of kids was so narrow that if they had certain 

kind of energy, they might become small entrepreneurs, have 

a little restaurant or a little business or something. Or 

they could go into menial, kind of ill-paid work, or they 

could hustle. I think that it is important to remember 

that this situation was so bad at the time that if Manuel 

Delgado and Henry Leyvas and Chepe were back in prison on 

charges of dope or whatever, their choices were menial work 

or somehow hustling a living on the streets. 

As a parenthetical remark, in the Sleepy Lagoon 

Defense Committee, when we were looking for a bilingual 

secretary, someone who could type and could speak English 

and Spanish, we had a terrible time finding somebody. When 

we finally found someone and hired her, Maria Lerma, when I 

mentioned to her that we'd had trouble-- I called the state 

employment agency and wherever we could to try to find 

somebody who was literate and bilingual and could type. 

Most of the people who could do that were working in 

import/export places. There were so few. And Maria, she 

was extremely bitter about the treatment that she'd had 

from junior high school on, where she had to struggle to 

get into a typing class and was told, "No one will hire 

you, you're a Mexican. Learn something that you can do in 

your own neighborhood, hairdressing or housekeeping or 

something." 
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So the degree to which they were denied opportunity 

makes it seem to me, not that it was a surprise that some 

of them were engaged in illegal activities and went back to 

prison, but that not all of them were is the remarkable 

thing. That so many of them after a period of their youth 

were settled down in a sense and managed to make their 

lives prison free, that's the remarkable thing. Now today 

we know that unemployment among Chicanos is very high. But 

we also see something we actually did not have in that 

period. The Mexican-American Bar Association, Chicano 

professors and so on, they hardly existed, they hardly 

existed. There weren't any role models, there was no 

Chicano neighborhood movement and so on. 

So this was the environment out of which these guys 

came. The fact that they had very little social or 

political understanding or background was not at all 

remarkable. I mean, where were they going to get it? They 

certainly didn't get it in school. There wasn't a movement 

for them to belong to. And I think it also explains some 

of the, not resistance, but some of the, what you see in 

the Appeal News. Clearly, I am trying to explain to them 

what we're doing, why we're doing it. Because they were 

not accustomed to this kind of activity. 

So we have Matuz, Melendez, and Reyes, who when I last 

saw them had small businesses. Bobby Telles died fairly 
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young. He was one of the three who was convicted of first

degree murder, and he was just a darling-looking, bright, 

lively person. He was one of the boxers. 

BALTER: Do you remember how he died? 

McGRATH: I don't know, I don't know. We could ask Manuel 

Delgado. I think it would be possible for me to get you to 

talk to Manuel Delgado. 

BALTER: That would be wonderful. 

McGRATH: I think we could. Really he's reticent about 

talking about the case, but I'm sure that such things as 

you're asking he would have no objection to telling you. 

Oh, I remember something else about Jack Melendez, and this 

may be true of Reyes and Matuz too, to another degree. But 

Jack actually expressed it. He came to the play. He liked 

the play. He was also angry about it, resentful, because 

he said that he'd never even told his children that he was 

involved in that case, and he didn't like the idea that it 

was brought up. But he really was of two minds, because he 

really did like the play. He came to the film opening, and 

you could see he was very pleased to be up there and having 

people applaud him and so on. There were mixed feelings, 

there were mixed feelings about the past being brought into 

the present in a way that they didn't like, at the same 

time they liked the play. 
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BALTER: Do you remember, when the play did come out or the 

film, any of the defendants talking about the mythical 

character of el Pachuco? Was that something that grabbed 

them or that they related to in any way? 

McGRATH: We didn't talk about it. We really didn't talk 

about it. Let me now talk about Chepe. Oh, by the way, I 

have to go back and say that Smiles is, in part, the Smiley 

in the play. None of the characters, including Henry, is 

faithfully represented, that is realistically 

represented. The only character in the play who is not a 

composite and who comes closer to being represented in a 

realistic way is Alice. We can come back to that later 

though. Even George is a composite of George Shibley and 

Ben [Benjamin] van Tress. So Smiles is represented 

somewhat as Smiley in the play. 

Chepe is Jose Ruiz, and Chepe was one of the most 

personable and darling. He was the youngest. He was a 

Mexican citizen. It was because of his being in the case 

that the Mexican consul general was involved. Chepe was an 

operator; Chepe figured out right away the things I liked 

to hear and he would tell them to me. "When I get out of 

here, I'm going to work for my people," he said. "When I 

get out of here, I'm going to be a union organizer. When I 

get out of here--" He's the one who called me "Grandma." 

Now he's seventeen. He was a scrapper, a good boxer. He 

2 39 



was in a boxing match at San Quentin which he won in spite 

of a broken ankle, he continued to go. That kind of 

physical courage was much admired. But Chepe was a 

bullshitter is what he was. I loved him. It took me a 

while to catch on to the fact that whatever Chepe thought I 

would want to hear was what Chepe would say to me. 

Now he had a really tragic life after prison. He got 

involved in drugs and he was sent back to prison, and then 

he got involved in a dispute with Henry Leyvas. The 

dispute was so serious that it alienated him from any 

association with any of the guys after that. And he was a 

drug addict himself, which is not common among people who 

deal drugs. No, I guess that's not true. I have to back 

up and say that I guess among the higher levels of dealers, 

they don't take drugs. But many of the little guys deal 

drugs in order to support their own habit, so maybe that is 

how he got involved. I don't know. But I do know that he 

was a heroin addict and an alcoholic and that when I met 

him after-- He would call me from time to time. But he 

worked-- He did eventually work for a union; he was a 

representative or a business agent or some sort of small 

official, that is, minor official in a trade union. He was 

the first defendant to show up. I had his phone number. I 

called him, asked him if he would meet me. This was during 

rehearsals, the play was in rehearsal. Chepe showed up. 
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He was really very sick looking, and he was. He'd had 

rotten health for years. Being a heroin addict and an 

alcoholic, even though he'd recovered, was not a very good 

background for good health. But he still had a little of 

that old pizzazz, the gestures and stance of the Pachuco, 

and it was he who, when he met Eddie [Edward James] Olmos-

And that meeting was incredible. Because Eddie was going 

on old pictures, old stories that people told him, and here 

he was meeting, in a sense, · el Pachuco. Because Chepe was 

sharp, and he gave Eddie some of the gestures that Eddie 

picked up and used in the character. That little touching 

of the brim of the hat, that little wiping of the shoe, 

everything had to be perfect. Chepe came to see the play a 

number of times and loved it, was extremely fond of Luis. 

We do have some pictures of Chepe taken during the 

rehearsal time. During the rehearsal, Chepe was the only 

one of the defendants who came around. 

BALTER: Is he still alive? 

McGRATH: He's still alive as far as I know. It's been a 

few years since I've talked to anybody except Manuel 

Delgado. Manuel I talk to regularly, not often, but 

regularly. 

BALTER: Can you tell me anything about the dispute between 

Henry and Chepe? 
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McGRATH: No. I have to really respect their privacy in 

that regard. [tape recorder off] 

Talk about Angel Padilla now, who was no angel. 

During the period that they were in prison, Angel was okay, 

he didn't get into any trouble. But he had shocked me 

during the period when I was getting to know the guys, just 

really in the beginning. He was a smart dresser, and I 

asked him how he got money. 

He said, "Rolling drunks." 

I kept as impassive an expression as I could, "Oh." 

You think of somebody, "What is your job?" "Oh, my 

job is rolling drunks." And I might have said, "Why?" 

which would have been-- You know, I really led socially a 

very sheltered life, wasn't accustomed to anything like 

this. 

It was at this point that I went to Carey. It was one 

of the occasions when I went to Carey Mcwilliams very 

distressed, because I didn't know anything about the other 

guys or what they did or how they got money or something, 

but that Angel was telling me this, quite openly, horrified 

me. I went to Carey to say, "Do you realize that at least 

one of the defendants is talking about his occupation is 

rolling drunks?" Carey laughed at me and said, "It's not 

the issue." It was one of the first times, and there were 

others, when Carey had to remind me what the issues were, 
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and he also told me not to be surprised if I found out that 

any of the others had been in some sort of trouble . He 

said , tt you know, it isn ' t the Anglo , well-educated, on

their-way- to-being - doctors-or-lawyers kids who get rounded 

up and get involved in cases like these . These are the 

likely victims , the vulnerable ones, the ones that are 

going to find themselves in this posit ion. " 
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TAPE NUMBER: VI, SIDE 'IWO 

JANUARY 21, 1985 

McGRATH: Angel must have been unpleasant or rude to me at 

least on one occasion when I visited San Quentin because, 

though I don't remember the occasion, there is a letter in 

which he apologizes to me for having been unpleasant. But 

I'm sure that Angel had not the faintest idea about what 

was going on. I don't think that Angel was terribly 

intelligent and not really very personable. I would say 

that of all of the defendants, the range of my affection 

for them, I found it hard to feel affectionate to Angel. 

But oddly enough, when I thought of them as a group, I 

included him. He was one of the victims as much as the 

others. I just couldn't feel a personal attachment. 

He was in and out of prison, and he was extremely 

hostile to me during the period that the threatened suit of 

some of the defendants against Luis [Valdez] came up. 

Angel was positive that I was getting a lot of money and 

that Luis was terribly rich and they were being 

exploited. Some of the defendants, I think very 

reluctantly, allowed themselves to get involved in that 

suit, which turned out to be a nonsuit. It had no basis, 

it had no basis in law at all. But Angel was actively 

hostile to me and accused me of not ever liking him and 

then said, "And you don't like me now." And it was very 
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hard for me to say that I did like him now because I wasn't 

feeling very friendly to him. 

There was an occasion when we had a meeting with Luis 

and most of the living defendants and Luis's lawyer, and we 

were going to explain to the guys what was happening. I 

guess at that point there was a negotiation for the film, 

and there was an exaggerated story going around about how 

much money was going to be made. [tape recorder off] 

So there was a person, whose name I can't mention now, 

who really manipulated the defendants into a trial where 

they felt torn between wanting to get what he had told them 

was their due, and affection for Luis and for the play. 

Luis had offered to give the defendants some money, I think 

a thousand dollars each, if he sold the film rights. He 

wasn't required to; he was not invading their privacy, 

because none of these people was represented in any kind of 

recognizable way. But Luis had offered to give them 

money. This person who manipulated them into threatening 

to sue also did it for the publicity and to tell people 

that he had won the defendants over to his side. He had 

ambitions, things that he wanted to do, none of which came 

to pass. 

But it was in this period of really unhappy relations 

among us. I was very unhappy that the guys were feeling 
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unhappy, I felt very devoted to Luis. Manuel and Smiles 

felt very embarrassed at having gotten involved in this 

thing. It seems they were really torn between loyalty to 

the other defendants and affection for Luis too, who had 

this dinner, at which time Manuel-- Excuse me, not 

Manuel. Manuel has always been extremely friendly and 

loving. We do care a lot about each other. Anyway, but it 

was Angel who came and was abusive and insulting, and I 

wept and the thing was just awful. We didn't end up by 

solving any problems at that time. But Angel was not an 

angel. 

BALTER: Was the lawsuit actually filed? 

McGRATH: No, no, no. Luis did give money to each of the 

defendants when he sold the film, and he did it because he 

wanted to, he really wasn't under-- Absolutely no 

obligation. The suit had no basis in law, no way, but the 

person who had initiated that then claimed that it was the 

threat of suit that had made Luis give the money. But I 

know positively that he had offered and intended to do it 

before the suit. The suit was really a very unpleasant and 

pointless activity. 

Well, now we come to Henry. Henry played such a big 

role in this for two reasons. One, he's portrayed in the 

play as having been the major actor. He is accused during 

the trial of being the major person at fault. Supposedly 
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it was because he'd been beaten up by a rival gang that 

they were accused of coming back to start a fight. Now the 

story that they tell is it was true that Henry had been 

beaten up, but the two events had nothing to do with each 

other, that their going to the party was something that 

these kids did all the time, crashing parties. I guess 

they still do, and sometimes they end up in fights. But 

according to the prosecution, the entire trial and the 

accusation of conspiracy was based on the fact that Henry 

was out to get even. That therefore they started out to 

the ranch where the party was being held with the intention 

of starting a fight, and because they conspired to start a 

fight, then they were guilty of any consequences, which in 

this case was murder. 

Henry was extremely good-looking and had a lot of 

presence. I guess Henry represents to me, and obviously he 

did to Luis too-- Whereas I would say that Manuel Delgado 

was more intelligent and had greater potential which was 

not realized, Henry in a more dramatic way represented the 

plight of the pachuco on a crash course with society, in 

that Henry was in trouble with the law for the first time 

when he was sixteen and was accused of and convicted of 

assault with a deadly weapon. 

I'll tell you how that happened. You can see 

immediately that Henry is not going to be somebody that 
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society can make into a passive Mexican. He was accused of 

assault with a deadly weapon because he got into a fight 

with a professional boxer. Now a professional boxer's 

hands are supposed to be deadly weapons, so the reasoning 

was if Henry fought a professional boxer and beat him-

which he, I guess, did, knocked him down and hurt hirn--then 

Henry's hands had to be more deadly weapons than the 

boxer's. This is a weaponless fight in which Henry is 

convicted of assault with a deadly weapon. 

From that period on, Henry was just really never out 

of trouble. Sometimes the trouble he was in was real, and 

sometimes the trouble he was in could have been avoided if 

Henry had been willing to be a little less proud, arrogant, 

defensive, and so on. That's why I say he was really on a 

crash course with his society. Henry viewed himself as an 

enemy .of the police, and the police viewed him as an enemy 

of society. I think it was inevitable. What happened to 

Henry was that when he got into prison, he got into 

trouble. He was sent to Folsom as a troublesome person, 

and when he got out he was not out long before he was back 

in prison, in trouble again. He was in and out of prison 

most of his life. [tape recorder off] I believe he died 

at the age of fifty-seven, but out of . prison, he was out of 

prison at the time. He died of a heart attack. In his 

later years in prison, he was--this is according to his 
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sister Lupe--he was responsible for organizing Mexicans and 

Chicanos into a Brown Beret group for self-defense. 

I didn't see Henry at all after-- Oh, I stayed in 

touch with the family for a couple of years when the case 

was over, I guess until about the first time that-- It may 

not have been as much as a couple of years. The first time 

Henry went back to prison, I think that they then were not 

so eager to give me the news. But I didn't see the family 

at all then for many years. But when, during the play, the 

cast and I and Luis went to visit the family and Lupe and 

her sisters and Rudy-- Rudy by the way is portrayed in the 

play, but Rudy really was not involved in the events. 

BALTER: Rudy is--? 

McGRATH: Rudy is the brother. Because Luis calls one of 

the characters Henry and one Rudy, it appears that Rudy was 

involved in the Sleepy Lagoon event. Also, Luis has got 

the so-called Zoot-Suit riots, which I call the 

servicemen's riots, as happening when the guys are out, 

that they are somehow involved in it. Well, he does that 

for dramatic effect. It's faithful to the temper of the 

times, but that's not actually what happened. 

But Rudy was very, very loyal to his brother's memory, 

and the family were very pleased with and supportive of the 

play. So I heard things about Henry from Rudy and from 

Lupe, a very close-knit family, very devoted to each 
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other. Lupe told me that Henry, in his later years, was 

extremely aware of political activity, of the Brown Berets 

and the developing Chicano movement, but I don't know that 

of my own experience with him. He really did represent, in 

his personality and the tragic things that happened to him, 

the frustration of someone with a tremendous amount of 

energy and pride, not all of it, you know, some of it self

destructive, but a great sense of himself, and facing life 

in a situation in which the majority society says, "You're 

nothing, you're nothing." Henry's response is, "I am 

[someone]," and it's done with bravado, pride. It just 

seems inevitable and tragic that Henry's life should have 

been that way. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: We had mentioned earlier that there were five 

defendants who were convicted, but of lesser charges, of 

assault. 

McGRATH: Of assault. They were Andrew Accosta, Victor 

Segovia, Eugene Carpio, Benny Alverez, Joe Valenzuela. I 

really didn't know them well enough to make any comments 

about them, and they did not turn up, or at least they 

didn't identify themselves to me. I really didn't have a 

relationship with them. They were not involved in the 

Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee's work, which was to 

reverse the murder charges. 

250 



BALTER: Did you have contact with any of them after the 

play came out? 

McGRATH: No. 

BALTER: So you don't know whether-

McGRATH: No, I don't know, I don't know. 

BALTER: --they realized that the play--? 

McGRATH: Yes, I don't know. I can't help thinking that-

Everybody knew about it because the play was just such a 

phenomenon in the barrio. Everybody knew about it. 

Everybody knew about it. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VII, SIDE ONE 

FEBRUARY 8, 1985 

BALTER: Alice, we've spent quite a long time talking about 

the Sleepy Lagoon case, which turned out very well, at 

least within its own confines, and we've talked a lot about 

what happened to the defendants after that. I think it's 

time at this point to move on. You find yourself sometime 

in 1944, you've spent two years of your life on the Sleepy 

Lagoon case and it's over. What happens next in your life? 

McGRATH: What happens next is I get pregnant, and in 1945 

Laura [Schechter D'Auri] was born, in August of 1945. 

BALTER: What did you turn to next in terms of political 

activities, employment and so forth? 

McGRATH: When Laura was very young, just months old, I was 

involved mainly in community kinds of things. There was a 

recall in the Thirteenth Congressional District. I don't 

remember the name of the-- I think it was a councilman who 

was elected and then made some comments that made it clear 

that he was, if not a fascist, awfully close to that, and 

there was a recall movement. 

BALTER: Would this have been a Los Angeles city 

councilman? 

McGRATH: Los Angeles, yes. I remember putting Laura in 

the baby buggy and going door to door getting signatures 

for the recall. Sometime after that, I'm not exactly sure 
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when, I got a call from the residents of Chavez Ravine. 

The woman who called me, again I don't remember her name, 

knew about me from the Sleepy Lagoon case and asked if I 

would come into the community and help them organize a 

campaign to get public transportation into Chavez Ravine. 

This was, of course, long before Chavez Ravine was given 

away to the Dodgers. 

BALTER: Do you remember about what year this would have 

been? 

McGRATH: Probably 1946, in that period sometime. There 

was no public transportation into the area, and the roads 

were very poor from Sunset [Boulevard] into Chavez 

Ravine. Chavez Ravine was a remarkable community and, I 

think, unique, because it was a community of house owners 

who were Mexicans, Chicanos, many of whom were agricultural 

workers who followed the crops, but came back to live in 

Chavez Ravine. The houses were very poor, but it was an 

absolutely delightful community. These very, very poor 

people had such pride in homeownerships, and these little 

shacks, some of them actually shacks, with their neat 

little lawns and the geranium pots and so on. But the 

people who lived there, some of whom didn't have any cars, 

certainly none of them were two-car families. So if the 

person with the car was not at home, the women, mainly, 

then would have to walk out of Chavez Ravine to Sunset, 
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which is a pretty long hike. If they had to take children 

to the hospital or to do any chores, they either had to 

depend on someone to take them or walk, and they felt that 

they were entitled to public transportation. We had 

several community meetings there. The people who had 

invited me were very active and very competent, and I 

really acted as an adviser to them. 

BALTER: Do you remember the names of any of the people 

who--? 

McGRATH: No. The only thing I remember is that the first 

thing I suggested that they do is get a petition to present 

to the Department of Public Transportation or Public Works, 

whatever it was that was the official Los Angeles city 

body. They got a petition that was signed by practically 

every household in the community, and then I suggested that 

we have a community meeting at which various people 

spoke. One of the speakers was Eddie [Edward] Roybal. He 

was running for his first term as city councilman. This is 

an extraordinary event, because I think I mentioned earlier 

that the entire Latino, Mexicano, Chicano community was 

almost leaderless--except for the people like Bert Corona 

and others who were in the CIO--as a result of the 

crackdown and deportations in the twenties and thirties. 

Eddie Roybal was the first Chicano, Mexican-American, who 

was running for office. 
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We had the parish priest, and I spoke. This is 

something that amazes me today, because after years of 

pursuing the Spanish language, I feel that I've never 

really become able to speak Spanish. But in those days, 

with only infinitives and the present tense, I got up and 

made a speech in Spanish to that group, which was a big 

hit. I managed with the present tense, gestures, and if I 

wanted to indicate the past or future tense, I said, 

"future" or "pasado," and it was just marvelous. They 

loved it. But I started my little presentation by saying, 

"Como judia y como comunista, 11 meaning "as a Jew and as a 

communist," and went on to say that I understood the 

problems of the community because as a Jew I had 

experienced discrimination, understood what discrimination 

was, and as a communist I was interested in all issues of 

justice for all people, etcetera, etcetera. And they loved 

it, they loved it. 

Eddie Roybal was so uneasy about this. The priest 

didn't seem to mind, and the people liked it, but as a 

consequence of this appearance, Eddie Roybal called me and 

asked me to come to his off ice to ask me if I would please 

ask the Communist Party not to endorse his campaign. Why 

he didn't ask one of the functionaries, I don't know, but 

apparently I was the only person he'd ever met who said out 

loud in public that I was a communist. So since people did 
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not acknowledge membership in the Communist Party, he must 

have thought that I was somebody very important, which was 

very far from the truth. I was absolutely unimportant in 

the Communist Party, and I explained to him that I was 

simply a member who didn't object to making it known that I 

was a Communist Party member. But he wasn't convinced, and 

he kept saying, "Would you please ask them not to endorse 

me." I said, "The only thing I can do is deliver a message 

for you, but I have no auth~rity and no clout in the 

Communist Party." 

We had two meetings that I can remember. Then we had 

a hearing with whatever board it was, and we were 

successful to the extent that they did put a bus in 

there. We were unsuccessful to the extent that the bus 

wasn't very reliable and that the service wasn't first

class, but it was a good community effort. 

we didn't know at that time that the plans, I think, 

were already being thought of to eliminate Chavez Ravine as 

a community. I was not aware then, but I found out many 

years later, that instrumental in getting Chavez Ravine 

declared a slum and prepared for slum clearance on the 

grounds that it wasn't fit for habitation, that the housing 

authority took part in convincing whoever had to be 

convinced that Chavez Ravine was a slum. I thought that 

was kind of sad and ironic, because I am sure that if Frank 
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Wilkinson, who was on the housing authority then, had had 

all the facts, I don't think he would have gone along with 

a plot to take Chavez Ravine away from those people. 

Because they certainly could not have found comparable 

housing. They couldn't afford to buy other houses. The 

reason that Chavez Ravine existed at all was that it was 

considered to be undesirable. It was a charming little 

kind of valley there, but because it didn't have public 

transportation and-- I don't even know whether it had 

water, I don't even remember. But it was just not 

considered to be worthwhile for regular people to live in 

it. So, as you know, as people know, eventually, some 

years later, Chavez Ravine was simply eliminated. The 

people were displaced, I don't know to where, certainly to 

worse housing than they had there, and we now have the 

Chavez Ravine of the Dodgers. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: Alice, you've mentioned Frank Wilkinson, who of 

course would, I suppose just a very few years after this 

period of time you're discussing, get fired from the 

housing authority for alleged communist activities and so 

forth. How well did you know Frank and what do you 

remember about him during this period of time that we're 

talking about? 

McGRATH: I knew Frank very well, but I cannot really 

recall the activities that I was engaged in at the time 

that I knew him. 
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BALTER: What was your impression of him at the time? 

McGRATH: Oh, wonderful person and able and dedicated and 

good. 

BALTER: On a number of previous occasions in this oral 

history, as we have discussed your activities, you've made 

it clear that it was not Party assignments, but that you 

basically chose your activities, even though you were a 

functioning, more or less, member of the Communist Party. 

Did this continue to be the case in the period of time 

we're talking about now, after Sleepy Lagoon? 

McGRATH: Yes, and I think it characterizes all of my 

activity. Except for going to meetings and selling 

People's World from time to time and paying my dues, I 

always chose the things that I wanted to do, and I was 

allowed to. 

BALTER: Starting from here on, I'm going to be making, 

from time to time, some references to your FBI file, 

which--just put on tape for the record--you got after a 

request in 1980. You eventually got what looks like a 

couple of hundred pages or so of materials. 

McGRATH: Which I think is an incomplete file, because when 

we discuss the immigration service episode, I'll tell you 

why I know that they didn't release to me all of my file. 

I suspect from what I knew then that they just chose a 

portion of it and sent it. What can a person do who 
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requests this and gets a certain amount of pages? Say, 

"Well, I know you must have more. If you have this much, 

you must have more"? There's no recourse. 

BALTER: That's true, unless you sue, of course, which is a 

costly thing to do. 

McGRATH: And something I didn't want to do anyway. 

BALTER: The file does make it clear that some pages are 

missing. So, you know, it was fifty-five pages here, ~nd 

so forth. So that's true. But the file mentions, in the 

late forties it sort of goes through a little bit of a 

chronology of your various functions with the Communist 

Party, and I wanted to run this past you and just have you 

sort of comment on it in terms of accuracy. 

McGRATH: It starts with the Sleepy Lagoon case, right? It 

opens with the Sleepy Lagoon case. 

BALTER: And closes in about 1968. At least that's the 

last entry that you got in your file. For example, and 

perhaps you don't remember some of this, but, for example, 

around 1947, according to the FBI, you were a member of the 

Edendale CP Club, which was located in the Thirteenth 

Congressional District. You became organizational 

secretary, supposedly, allegedly. 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: Then a couple of years later you were the press 

director of the lower Fifty-sixth Section of the Communist 
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Party. Then in 1950 it says you were the financial 

secretary of the Eastern Division of the Communist Party. 

Do you recall, is this an accurate reflection of your 

functions? 

McGRATH: [No. There was no press director, and the Fifty

sixth was not divided into upper/lower.] I was the most 

minor kind of functionary that it's possible to be. 

BALTER: There's also a mention that, there's no real basis 

provided for this, but that you are supposedly part of 

something that they refer to the courier system. 

McGRATH: Oh, that is nonsense. The courier system, I 

think they have invented something which in fact the police 

always did so they must assume that the Communist Party did 

it too. The courier system that they describe is like the 

bag lady. I don't mean the current use of the word "bag 

lady," of the street people, but someone who carries money 

clandestinely from one place to another or one group to 

another. But there was no such way of doing it. As the 

financial secretary, I may have taken dues from an area and 

delivered it downtown, but it was certainly not a courier 

system. 

BALTER: 

that. 

McGRATH: 

Yes, there is a mention of drops and things like 

Yes, that's made up. 
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BALTER: Continuing on then, after your work with the 

Chavez [pronounces the word as though it begins with sh]-

McGRATH: Chavez [pronounces the word with ch]. 

BALTER: Chavez Ravine. Do you recall then--? 

McGRATH: Well, there were a number of things that I did. 

For a number of years, almost my sole activity was 

collecting money for this or that campaign. I was on every 

picket line for every strike or every protest that was 

going on, and generally finding myself at the head of the 

picket line with Laura in her stroller and people taking 

pictures, I was aware of that. It would be interesting, I 

don't expect to see it, but I would imagine that there is a 

nice collection of Laura in her stroller with me leading or 

in the front of some picket line or other. 

BALTER: At the end of this decade that we've been 

discussing for so long, around 1949, I believe, or 1950, 

you and Max Schechter were divorced. Would you like to 

tell me about that? 

McGRATH: No, nothing. 

BALTER: But it did happen? 

MCGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: Where did you start living then after you and Max 

split up? 

McGRATH: Well, for almost a year, I lived in the same 

house that we'd lived in on India Street. Then I moved to 
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an apartment about a block away, and then a year or so 

later moved to Marsh Street, made famous in Tom McGrath's 

Letter to an Imaginary Friend, because he talks about 

living on Marsh Street. I married Tom McGrath when my 

divorce was final, and Tom and I lived on Marsh Street for 

most of the time that we were married. 

BALTER: Just to skip back for a second, we should record, 

I think, the birth of your son Daniel. 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: In 1948? 

McGRATH: In 1948. 

BALTER: 

McGRATH: 

BALTER: 

birth? 

What was the date? 

June 19, 1948. 

While we're at it, what was the date of Laura's 

McGRATH: August 4, 1945. 

BALTER: Tell me what you'd like to about meeting Tom 

McGrath and how the two of you first met each other. 

McGRATH: We first met when I was still married to Max. A 

friend, a mutual friend, brought him to some fundraiser, I 

don't know for what, and was, I guess, what's described as 

love at first sight. There was a year or more during 

which, you know, deciding to leave Max, and a while before 

Tom and I began to live together and were married. 
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BALTER: I detect that we're tiptoeing through a tricky 

area here, so we can move on. 

McGRATH: We can move on I think. 

BALTER: Was Tom already a member of the Communist Party at 

the time that you first met him? 

McGRATH: Yes, he was. 

BALTER: The time that you and Tom spent together-- I 

understand that you were married for about seven years or 

so, from what we talked about before--

McGRATH: Right. 

BALTER: --was, of course, in the thick of the McCarthy 

period. There are a couple of things I'd like to talk 

about in terms of your remembrances of that period. 

Certainly first of all your recollection of how it affected 

the Party generally, but also I know that it affected both 

Tom and you, that he was definitely, and possibly you also, 

were called before HUAC [House Committee on Un-American 

Activities]. 

McGRATH: He was. I was not. 

BALTER: Why don't you tell me generally what you recall 

about that period and how it affected you and Tom ' and 

people that were around you at that time? 

McGRATH: The general effect of it, of course, was to cause 

chaos in the Party. The number of people who were fired, 

lost their jobs because they were simply accused, the 
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people who went underground, all of that I think is best 

described-- I would really recommend to anybody who's 

listening to the tape or reading the transcript, if they 

want to know, if they want to have a good social, 

political, journalistic, historical overview of that 

period, should read, if they can get hold of it, An 

American Inquisition by Cedric Belfrage. I don't know of 

any book that describes that period more accurately in 

context than that book. Cedric Belfrage was the only 

journalist to be deported during the McCarthy era. He was 

English. He was one of the founders of the American 

publication The Guardian and when he was deported went to 

live in Mexico City, where he still lives. I am still in 

touch with him and I'm hoping that I can be instrumental in 

bringing this book back into print, because I think it is 

the most important record of the period. So for social, 

historical, political background, there is that book. 

I'm better able to talk about how the hearings 

affected us. Torn had been a Rhodes scholar who was unable 

to take advantage of his scholarship when he got it because 

it was just at the time of the Second World War. He worked 

in the shipyard for a while, and then he was in the army in 

the Aleutian Islands. When he came out of the army, I 

don't remember whether he did his Rhodes Scholarship year 

in Europe immediately after, but I think not. I think he 
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taught at Colby College in the East for a very short time 

and then went to Oxford to do his work on the Rhodes 

Scholarship. Had a disagreement with his adviser because 

he selected someone [Christopher Caudwell] for a paper that 

his adviser didn't want him to do, so-- Under the terms of 

the Rhodes scholarship, you don't have to take a degree. I 

think most people are not aware of that, but you can do 

anything you want to, pretty much. So he went to live in 

the south of France for a year and he wrote a novel. This 

is in the forties. He wrote a novel that nobody wanted. 

The left press didn't want it because they didn't think it 

was proletarian enough, and certainly no one in the 

establishment publishing world wanted it. 

BALTER: What was the title? 

McGRATH: All but the Last, and now, in 1985, the 

University of North Dakota [Grand Forks] quarterly [North 

Dakota Quarterly] has asked to publish that book as a whole 

issue of their magazine. But at the time, it seemed as 

though Tom had simply thrown away his Rhodes scholarship 

time because he'd done something which was not going to be 

of any use and nobody wanted. 

BALTER: Is there a projected publishing date for that? 

McGRATH: Pretty soon, pretty soon. Then Tom came back to 

the United States and spent a year or so, maybe more than a 

year, maybe several years, writing westerns under a variety 
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of names and doing very well, being published in all the 

best western magazines. This was a period when magazine 

publishing was still very good and people made a living by 

writing magazine stories. I'm sure that the same doesn't 

hold true now; it isn't so easy to find magazines that pay 

good money. But he didn't establish a reputation because 

practically every story he wrote was under a different 

name. When he got to Los Angeles, and I don't know why he 

came here, he was still wri~ing stories, but he was fed up 

with it. He hadn't spent enough time writing poetry, which 

is what he wanted to do. When we met, he wasn't working 

except as a story writer, free-lance. Then we were 

married, and he decided he didn't want to write for 

magazines anymore. He began to look for a job, had a 

really rough time for a while, and then got a job teaching 

English at Cal State L.A. [California State University, Los 

Angeles], which was then on Vermont Avenue. They hadn't 

moved out to the new place. He didn't have tenure. He'd 

only been working there for a year or two--I think you need 

three years for tenure--when-- He was getting close to 

tenure. I think he must have worked there for two years, 

he was getting close to tenure. Whatever was close to the 

end of the hearings, whatever year that was, you probably 

will be able to dredge that up better than I can remember, 

but-- No, we do have the date. Would you like the date of 

his appearance before the committee? 
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BALTER: Well, I know it approximately, but yes, if we can 

have the exact date. 

McGRATH: Yes, we have it, because it's in the-- Do you 

have the ~orth Dakota Quarterly here? 

BALTER: Yes. [tape recorder off] 

McGRATH: In 1953, he was called to testify before the Un

American Activities Committee, and it was a subcommittee of 

a subcommittee. It was a small room in the Federal 

Building. I appeared with him. There were three people 

there. He asked to read his prepared statement, which is 

in the North Dakota Quarterly. That's the issue that's 

devoted to him. 

BALTER: Which is Fall, 1982. 

McGRATH: It's called Fall, '82, but it was actually 

published in '83. But the entire issue of the quarterly is 

devoted, not to Tom's works, but to essays and pieces about 

Tom's work. Immediately after his appearance, or shortly 

afterwards, he was told by his department head at Cal State 

L.A. that he was not going to be rehired. They did not 

mention his appearance. They did not have to give him a 

reason because he wasn't tenured. His students were 

outraged and expressed their outrage by writing his poems 

on the sidewalk outside of the college. They got petitions 

and made protests, but of course it didn't do any good. 

The official reason given was that he didn't have a 
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doctorate, which was nonsense, because the head of the 

department didn't have a doctorate. 

In fact, Tom was an extraordinarily effective 

teacher. [tape recorder off] The classes that he taught 

were the usual English lA and so on, but he had a poetry

writing class, out of which came an extraordinary number of 

people who became published poets, among them Henry 

Coulette, Gene Frumkin, Alvaro Cardona Hine. I don't 

remember other names. He attracted good people, so they 

really had no reason, academically there was absolutely no 

reason for them to let him go. 

After he was not rehired, he couldn't get a job 

anyplace. He took a number of odd jobs, including one at a 

stock market place, where he marked up the prices of the 

stocks. That was before they had the electronic way of 

doing it, so you had to actually write on a big blackboard, 

write the prices of the stocks. [tape recorder off] Then 

he worked for a nice man by the name of Stan Schwartz, who 

had what Tom calls an animal factory. He designed and made 

carved wooden animals, and Tom worked for him for a 

while. 

BALTER: During this period of time, were Dan and Laura 

living with you and Tom? 

McGRATH: Yes. Yes, the children lived with me all the 

time, with the exception of one year when Laura was ten 
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years old and she wanted the experience of living with her 

father and lived there for a year. But otherwise, the 

children lived with us the whole time. 

BALTER: I believe, if I understand, you did go back to 

work at some point in the early fifties, soon after this 

happened, right? 

McGRATH: Yes, when Tom wasn't working, I went to work 

doing a variety of things. Probably have to look at some 

notes, but I did everything from receptionist, what they 

called "nurse" in a doctor's office-- It had nothing to do 

with nursing--making appointments and leading people into 

the examination rooms. 

BALTER: Would that have been for Dr. Jesse Fuchs? 

McGRATH: Well, he was one of them. He was one of them. I 

guess I worked for him for more than just part-time, but I 

also worked part-time for a lot of doctors. I worked in a 

Beverly Hills beauty salon being the appointment "girl." 

Women didn't do that job: you were an appointment "girl." 

I learned how to do invisible weaving, which is 

mending of clothes, which I did at home. The reason I did 

that was because, after a series of jobs that took me away 

from home, and the children were still young, I decided 

that I really needed to learn how to do something that I 

could do at home. A friend taught me the skill of 

reweaving, which was extremely successful for me for my 

269 



objective, that is to be able to work at home and make a 

living and still be around the children. But it was not a 

happy time for me because it was not the kind of work for 

which I am temperamentally well suited. 

After I had been working at that for a few years and 

doing very well, finally, I was asked by Ben Maddow and Joe 

[Joseph] Strick if I wanted to work, they said six months, 

being in effect production manager. There might be a 

different description for what I did, because it was mainly 

coordinating shooting dates and getting locations for the 

film, which eventually was released as The Savage Eye. The 

Savage Eye was a first. It was unique. It was a film that 

was essentially documentary footage held together by a 

fairly flimsy or slim story line. The story line was not 

as important as the documentary footage around Los 

Angeles. My job was to get the locations, to convince a 

department store, Ohrbach's, to let us come in with cameras 

and shoot footage of people shopping, go to a dog funeral 

and shoot a dog funeral, a dance hall, a skid-row blood

buying operation. 

BALTER: Was this kind of a potpourri of life in Los 

Angeles? 

McGRATH: Well, it really was a potpourri of life in any 

big city as seen by somebody who is depressed and 

unhappy. The picture was criticized by some people as 
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being a very sour view of Los Angeles, but in fact it could 

have been anyplace. What it was was a sour view of any 

city seen by somebody who's having a sour view. We had a 

faith-healing sequence in there which is just a smashing, 

touching, sad, marvelous sequence. It turned out that 

instead of being a six month project, it was a three year 

project. All of the people who worked on the film were 

working for small shares. I was the only paid person, as 

the coordinator/production manager, and taking that job was 

one of the imprudent things that I've done in my life that 

have turned out so marvelously. [tape recorder off] 

In terms of financial responsibility, giving up what 

was really a little business, my reweaving stuff, in order 

to go to work for six months on a picture, at the end of 

which time, if I wanted to back to reweaving, I was going 

to have to start all over again, was comparable to what I 

did when I quit working at the L.A. Nut House. It was just 

plunging into the unknown, and I think if anybody had 

evaluated the good sense involved in that, they would have 

said there wasn't any. But I was so intrigued with the 

project of The Savage Eye, and since it lasted three years, 

it was marvelous for me and made me realize that I really 

didn't want to go back to the lonely and boring job of 

reweaving. 
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The film ultimately was made, released, won the 

overall grand prize at the Edinburgh Film Festival. They 

didn't even have a category for it because nobody had made 

a film like that. Later on, it was copied. There were 

films in which documentary footage was used as the film. 

One of the worst of the films that took its idea from 

Savage Eye was a movie called Mondo Cano. Mondo Cano was a 

vulgarization and an exploitation of the idea of taking sad 

parts of a city. I never trusted Mondo Cano. I thought it 

was not an honest picture. The great thing about The 

Savage Eye was that Ben Maddow, whose idea it was, had 

preconceived notions about what we were going to find when 

we went various places but never, never manipulated the 

situation to get what he wanted. So wherever we went, what 

happened is what was shot. In Mondo Cano, I felt that the 

cutting of it, the juxtaposition of certain pieces of film 

and even some of the events themselves were manipulated to 

get what was the cruelest or the saddest or most outrageous 

things. But there was another film with, what's Paul 

Newman's wife's name? 

BALTER: Joanne Woodward. 

McGRATH: Joanne Woodward. There was a film that had a 

faith-healing sequence in it that I thought was just 

astonishingly like the faith-healing sequence that we found 

in Savage Eye. 
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BALTER: What are your recollections of working with Maddow 

and Strick and of those two men? 

McGRATH: Wonderful to work with, absolutely wonderful, 

because both of them assumed-- Let me go back a minute and 

tell you that Sleepy Lagoon was my college; The Savage Eye 

was my master's, I think. In Sleepy Lagoon I really 

learned to do certain organizational things and had a lot 

of support doing them. Savage Eye was very much on my own, 

and it was because of both Joe Strick and Ben Maddow that I 

found myself going out on my own without any kind of 

support to do the things that I had to do. Both of them 

simply assumed that I could do it, to such an extent that 

it was impossible for me to say, "Well, I couldn't possibly 

do that." 

This is interesting, because in the things that I've 

done that have been very important and very interesting, I 

think, I've had men--Carey Mcwilliams in Sleepy Lagoon, and 

others, and in Savage Eye, Ben Maddow and Joe Strick-

convincing me that I had the capability of just doing 

anything, just anything. So when I hear women now needing 

to have women telling that they can do things, I appreciate 

that. I had an extraordinary experience, maybe different 

from many. I don't know how many women have had the good 

luck to encounter men who will encourage them and keep them 

going, in fact, push them forward and say, "You cah do more 

than you think you can do." 
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TAPE NUMBER: VII, SIDE TWO 

FEBRUARY 8, 1985 

BALTER: One thing that actually came to my attention 

through your FBI file, which I'd like to ask you about, is 

that, apparently following Tom's failure to be retained at 

Los Angeles State College--

McGRATH: Not Tom's failure, the school's failure. 

[laughter] 

BALTER: Right, well put. Right, exactly. Something was 

formed called the Sequoia School, which according to your 

FBI file, you became the secretary of, and the founding 

faculty were Tom and then a woman named Janet Stevenson and 

a gentleman named Richard Slobodkin. I was wondering what 

you remember about that. 

McGRATH: I remember that it was a lovely dream and that we 

got as far as naming faculty and positions but that it 

never actually taught any classes. Janet was a 

screenwriter, and she, last I heard, it was just a few 

years ago, was on the staff of In These Times in Chicago. 

She was married to Phil Stevenson, who was also a 

screenwriter, who died. I don't think Janet is with In 

These Times anymore, but I'm quite sure she still lives in 

Chicago. Slobodkin was a marvelous person, teacher, and I 

haven't the faintest idea where he is now or what he does, 

if he's still alive. 
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BALTER: Do you recall what Stevenson and Slobodkin were 

doing before? Were they also blacklisted teachers? 

McGRATH: No, Janet Stevenson was a screenwriter. 

Slobodkin was a teacher, but I don't know where. 

BALTER: What was the idea behind the Sequoia School? 

McGRATH: Well, it was going to be a people's school. It 

was the equivalent of the university without walls or the 

Peoples College of Law. It was supposed to be an 

alternative university. 

BALTER: And why didn't the idea work, or why weren't you 

able to establish it? 

McGRATH: I think probably money. I think we couldn't find 

a place and do all the things. It costs a lot of money to 

even let people know that you have a school and have the 

facilities for it. 

BALTER: Moving on, from our discussions off tape, you've 

told me that during the fifties, when you were married and 

living with Tom, that it was a time of a great deal of 

involvement for both of you in the arts community in Los 

Angeles, the creative community, the film community, and so 

forth. What do you recall about that period of time and 

some of the people that you had contact with? 

McGRATH: Well, actually I was on the peripheral side of 

this. It was really Tom's involvement. Tom had close 

friendships and really marvelous fellow artist 
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relationships with a number of poets and writers in the 

area, and there were always poets and writers and aspiring 

writers coming to our house. We were really not that much 

involved in the film community, except that a couple of the 

people we knew did work in film. Don Gordon was a 

reader. Don Gordon, the poet, was a reader for one of the 

studios and he was blacklisted. Sonora Babb was one of the 

writers who came. She was married to James Wong Howe. Ed 

Rolfe, the poet Ed Rolfe. I remember, at least on one 

occasion, Ray Bradbury coming. It was the most generous 

group of artists I've ever encountered before or since. 

They seemed genuinely pleased with each other's works; they 

seemed genuinely pleased when somebody wrote something that 

they liked. They would read to each other and make 

comments, and I have the recollection that the comments 

were always made in the most generous spirit--even if 

something was criticized, it wasn't put down--and that they 

enjoyed each other and they were pleased to be with each 

other. The place was filled with students. It was an old 

place. We lived on Marsh Street. But we had painters 

coming around. Tom had a lively interest and a 

knowledgeable kind of background, not just for writing and 

poetry, but he was very much interested in painting and 

liked the company of painters. He was a jazz aff icionado 

and was crazy about all kinds of jazz. He was generous to 
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students, we had students around a lot. Allen Ginsberg and 

Gregory Corso made an interesting passage through. 

BALTER: What do you recall about that? 

McGRATH: Well, it was just crazy. It was just wild, wild, 

crazy. [tape recorder off] Cisco Houston, the folksinger, 

whose work was not much appreciated in those days. He was 

a buddy of Woody Guthrie. He had made a couple of 

recordings, but he could hardly make a living in those 

days. Now Cisco Houston's records would probably keep him 

alive. He was scuffling in those days. 

BALTER: There's been a little bit of a revival lately. 

McGRATH: A revival, right. But all kinds of very gifted 

and interesting people. Anais Nin I remember coming to 

visit. [tape recorder off] Do you want me to talk about 

how Tom's work was perceived? 

BALTER: Yes. 

McGRATH: Torn had a small group of appreciators, people who 

admired his work from the time he was in college. In fact, 

he met Alan Swallow, who later was Alan Swallow the 

publisher, when he was still in college. Alan Swallow was 

his first publisher, published a little thing called Three 

Young Poets. It was one of the first things that Torn had 

published. Swallow published several · of his books. Tom 

had a following of people who recognized that he was a-- He 

had considerable ability. I was going to say 
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"distinguished poet," but he wasn't distinguished then, 

he's distinguished now. 

But Tom always had, and to this day has had, the 

problem that, while he writes revolutionary poetry, 

people's poetry, poster poetry, agitprop poetry, he also 

writes lyrical poetry, he writes personal poetry, he writes 

a long poem in one of his recent books in praise of beer, 

and love poetry. So he's always had the problem that the 

left, and in those days it was Masses and Mainstream and 

the Party art line-- With some exceptions, by the way. 

Charlie Humboldt, who was one of the editors on Masses and 

Mainstream was a devoted advocate. He felt that Tom was 

the left poet of the country, and Tom was published in 

Masses and Mainstream. But Tom was then and now criticized 

by left dogmatists and by right or conservative ideologues 

on the grounds, by the left, that though his poetry 

sometimes talked about the people and revolution and the 

proletariat, it didn't do so often enough and that a lot of 

the poetry was elitist, that is, it used arcane terms and 

was sometimes not totally clear on the first reading and 

that perhaps you had to bring a little bit of knowledge and 

perhaps even a little bit of work to the poems. On the 

other hand, the "establishment" or conservatives or right 

critics said, "Well, he's a good poet, but he has all these 

words like 'revolutionary' and 'proletariat' in his poems, 
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and that ruins him. You just can't take him seriously 

because of that." 

That has extended all the way to the present, when the 

North Dakota Quarterly devoted its whole issue to him. 

There was a magazine, an obscure right-wing magazine, the 

name of which I can't even recall, in which that same thing 

was, "Well, we can understand why the North Dakota 

Quarterly devoted its issue to him. After all, he is a 

person of some poetic gift. However, the whole thing is 

spoiled because he's obviously too left. He can't be taken 

seriously on that account." So Tom has really always had 

to struggle with that. He has a poem, in fact, "[Ars 

Poetica, Or:] Who Lives in the Ivory Tower?" when he talks 

about-- I don't know who he's talking about, probably the 

left when he's being accused of not really writing for the 

people. 

During those days, this wasn't just an undercurrent of 

criticism. He was actually criticized openly by Party 

people for not really writing proletarian poetry. When 

asked "What did they mean by that?" either they weren't 

sure, or when I asked Dorothy Healey what did she mean by 

people's writing or people's art, she said, "Well, you 

know, like soap opera." It is my feeling, this is in 

retrospect, but it is my feeling that people like John 

Howard Lawson, who criticized Tom for not being a truly 

proletarian or revolutionary poet, knew better, and that he 
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was accepting the judgment of Dorothy Healey, who had no 

basis for making artistic judgment and whose attitudes I 

think were vulgarized notions of what a revolutionary poet 

is like. I don't think she would have recognized Ernesto 

Cardenal as a revolutionary poet. But I was bitterly 

disappointed and angry at the way Torn was not only 

criticized but in fact made to feel that he wasn't of any 

value to the left as a writer. 

BALTER: Tell me more about · what you recall about Lawson, 

both in this regard, specifically, and generally. 

McGRATH: Well, I think I've really told you what I felt, 

and that is that-- I have this at second hand, I wasn't 

present at ~ meeting. But it was recounted to me that 

there was actually a meeting at which Torn was criticized 

for not writing sufficiently "proletarian" or 

"revolutionary." I don't know what word was used, but it 

just wasn't good enough for them. When he [Lawson] was 

asked what were his specific criticisms, he kind of mumbled 

about it, and-- I may be vulgarizing what they're saying, 

but I think what they said-- It didn't follow the Party 

line, but they couldn't articulate what the Party line was 

because there really wasn't any Party line. I think there 

was just a general lack of understanding of aesthetics or 

how politics and aesthetics work together and sometimes 

work separately. Have I said this already? I thought that 
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Lawson took his cue from Dorothy Healey and that he really 

should have known better and, I think, was allowing himself 

to be influenced by the authority of the Party and then 

simply passing on the message of the authority and laying 

it on Tom. 

For a number of years after this happened, I felt very 

cross and ill-humored and critical of Lawson. But my 

assessment of him, I have to say, has to include tremendous 

respect for him, for his dignified and principled behavior 

during the whole Hollywood Ten thing. So that it was a 

personal and political animosity that I felt for him in his 

relationship with Tom, but it's a personal and political 

admiration that I have for him finally in his behavior when 

he was acting on his principles. 

BALTER: Did you know Albert Maltz? 

McGRATH: A little bit, not too well. If you remember, in 

one of our earlier tapes I talked about the fact that there 

were at least three parties in Los Angeles and that the 

industry people didn't have too much to do with the 

downtown people and the labor people didn't have much to do 

with the downtown people or the industry. I'm sure at some 

level there was communication, but I really didn't know the 

film people too well. 

BALTER: You talked about The Education of Carey 

Mcwilliams. A little bit earlier you were talking about 
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the education of Alice McGrath, and you referred to the 

fact that Sleepy Lagoon was like your B.A., I guess, and 

working with Maddow and Strick was your M.A. Thinking 

back, how would you describe your own political, 

intellectual, social development--

McGRATH: Retarded. [laughter] 

BALTER: [laughter]--between the period of the forties, 

which seems to be a time of very intense organizational 

activity for you, and this period now in the fifties, which 

perhaps, at least I've gotten the impression, was more of a 

time of intellectual development and so forth. I don't 

want to put words in your mouth. How would you describe 

your own development? 

McGRATH: I was being educated during the time that I was 

with Tom, but one of the things that made it difficult for 

me to realize what a good education I was getting is that 

my marriage with Tom was, for the most part, stormy and I 

was not feeling wonderful a lot of the time. For the most 

part, the people that were our friends were either 

extremely gifted, so that education didn't make any 

difference, or else they were gifted and educated, and I 

didn't feel as though I was very much a part of it. I 

served the coffee and listened and didn't feel that I had a 

lot to contribute. It took me a number of years after I 

was separated from Torn to realize how much I had learned 
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and how valuable that the experience of listening-- I felt 

terrible when I was just listening, and I wanted to be part 

of it and talk. But the listening was incredible, because 

I had not had that. Let's see now, where am I going to put 

that. If I put Sleepy Lagoon as my B.A. and Savage Eye as 

my master's, I think everything else was my doctorate up to 

this moment, up to this moment. I'm still working on my 

doctorate. 

BALTER: You're still writing your thesis. 

McGRATH: I'm still writing my thesis. I may have passed 

my orals when I finish this. And do the thesis. 

I'm going to jump ahead a lot and say that after 

leaving Tom and being not very politically active, at least 

certainly not in the sense that I had been before, but 

reading more and thinking more and in the past few years 

reflecting on everything that's gone before, I feel that 

today, literally really for the first time, I feel 

confident about articulating my political attitudes, my 

social attitudes and so on. I'm going to be sixty-eight 

years old this year, so I don't know how much good it's 

going to do me for whatever time is left, but it has taken 

a lot of experience and a lot of time and a lot of 

thinking. So much of what I did in those days was done on 

the basis of feeling. I had principled attitudes, but I 

really didn't have well-articulated ideas about-- No, I had 
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ideas, but I hadn't connected all the various things. I 

began to reread books that I had read years ago. I began 

to listen to music again. You know, I've enjoyed music and 

was kind of stuck in the baroque for years and years. 

During this period when I wasn't that politically active, I 

was listening to music more, reading books about science, 

or at least popular science, which I hadn't done before. I 

think that also has made me realize, not just the 

complexity of individuals, the amount of good in bad people 

and imperfections in good people and so on, but how 

connected all the branches of life are, and that just to be 

"political"--to have no interest in music or to have no 

interest in poetry or to have no interest in science and so 

on and honing in on just that one issue that you're 

interested in--is not good and is not even revolutionary in 

the sense that I think the best revolutions take place. 

But it's taken me all this time to come to that way of 

looking at life as one big thing where everything is 

connected. 

BALTER: Let me go back a little, perhaps, or perhaps now a 

more mundane note. 

McGRATH: You can take any of this out, you know. 

BALTER: No, we don't take anything out. 

McGRATH: You don't take anything out? You mean the people 

have to slog through this? 
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BALTER: Well, I think they can handle it okay. One thing, 

and again I'm getting this out of your FBI file, but it 

certainly sounds plausible. Apparently around '53 or so, 

perhaps after you had your job as a nursing or a 

receptionist assistant with the doctor, the FBI has you 

down as being executive director of the Southern California 

chapter of the National Council of Arts, Sciences and 

Professions, which apparently was also known as the 

Hollywood (Independent Citizens Committee of the] Arts, 

Sciences and Professions (HICCASP] council. 

McGRATH: Yes, that was a paid job. I think I got it on 

the basis of my past reputation as being able to organize 

things. It didn't last very long, and I don't recall that 

it was a particularly successful or happy time. Probably 

it was routine organization, keeping the office going and 

answering the telephone and telling people that events were 

going to happen, but I don't think it lived very long 

either. 

BALTER: Do you remember what it's exact purpose was? 

McGRATH: No idea. Obviously it wasn't a memorable 

experience. One of the minor courses. 

BALTER: We've been making a lot of references to your FBI 

file. As we've talked off tape and as the FBI file makes 

clear, during the middle fifties, the FBI begins to make a 

number of attempts to interview Tom McGrath, and then 
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later, in the late fifties and early sixties, they make 

several attempts to interview you as part of what was known 

as the TOPLEV program, which was a special program to 

attempt to-- I know you protested that you were not top 

level in this Communist Party, but you were apparently 

viewed that way and so was Tom by the FBI. There was an 

effort, quite explicit in these FBI documents, to recruit 

as informers or sources of information--"informants" the 

FBI would call them--people who were influential or in the 

top levels of the Communist Party. At any rate, you and 

Tom were at various times--

McGRATH: 

BALTER: 

McGRATH: 

BALTER: 

Approached. 

--approached. 

And surveilled. 

I think that the details of some of these things 

are clear from the FBI record, but the record also makes 

clear that neither of you agreed to talk to the FBI agents 

or to give them any information, and they finally gave 

those efforts up. But what do you recall as the effect on 

you and on Tom and perhaps the larger political circle that 

you were part of of these sort of repeated approaches by 

the FBI? Did it have an effect on the way you lived your 

life? 

McGRATH: Well, it didn't really affect the way we lived 

our lives, but it was scary. Well, the whole period was 
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scary. I'll tell you that during that period when my 

children were very young and I had no notion that I was on 

TOPLEV, I simply-- Or DETCOM, DETCOM is the one that we 

have to mention. · DETCOM is the slightly disguised name for 

"Detain as a Communist in Event of War or National 

Emergency." 

First I should tell you that three efforts by the FBI 

and the Immigration [and Naturalization] Service [INS], 

three efforts were going on simultaneously; all three of 

them were going on at the same time. One was called the 

DETCOM. They're just keeping track of me to see that I was 

still doing my nefarious work so that they could have a 

reason for detaining me. The other was the TOPLEV, where 

they were going to approach me to see if they could get me 

to sing. The third was a really vicious--not that the 

other two weren't--but this one was particularly vicious. 

Because I was born in Canada, they were trying to confuse 

me into thinking that I was not legally a citizen and 

therefore I was subject to deportation. So they were 

trying to deport me, recruit me, and incarcerate me all at 

the same time. 

But I remember--and I didn't have the papers--but I 

remember feeling, when my children were very young, and 

that was when the fear and the worry were at the greatest, 

I thought I could end up in a concentration camp. I used 
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to say, "Oh, if I get put into a concentration camp and my 

children are so young that I can't talk to them, how awful 

it will be not to be able to talk to them and explain to 

them what's happening and try to shield them from the awful 

effects of being in a concentration camp." That was a kind 

of recurring daymare with me, the thought that that was a 

real possibility. So even without having specific 

knowledge or actual proof, I felt that that could happen. 

Having an FBI agent approach you with this slick kind 

of salesman look and smile and so on and being really 

frightened of it, trembly, after he left, that was pretty 

awful, but my worst experience, the one that was just-

See, I didn't ever do time. Some of the people that I knew 

were in prison, which I'm sure is a much worse experience 

than simply being interrogated. But the interrogation that 

I had with the immigration service [INS] was the most 

frightening and upsetting event for me. I think it was 

even more frightening and upsetting than the appearance 

that we made at the Un-American Activities Committee. It 

was like a little movie set and-- [tape recorder off] 

I was born in Canada. I came here when I was five 

years old, and my father was naturalized before I was 

sixteen, which gave me automatic citizenship. The law 

changed a number of times around the period that I became 

sixteen, but it was clear I became a citizen and my sister 
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Claire became a citizen. But my sister Frances was not a 

citizen, because she was older than sixteen at the time and 

the law at the time I became a citizen said any children 

under sixteen. Of course my father told me that I was a 

citizen, and he was very proud of his citizenship. And I 

behaved like a citizen. When I was twenty-one, I voted for 

FDR and always put down, where the blank said citizenship, 

I put "U.S." 

During the McCarthy period, one day, these two nice

looking young men came to ask me why I hadn't registered as 

an alien. 

I said, "Because I'm not. I'm an American citizen." 

They said, "No, you are not." 

And I said, "Yes, I am." And they said, "Well, would 

you like to come downtown to talk about it?" 

I must say that that really was a terrifying and 

upsetting bit of news to me, because what flashed into my 

mind was, "Oh, no." You hear stories about people who 

think they are citizens and they are not, and I used to 

think when I heard those, "Well, how can you not know that 

you are doing something like that?" "Well, you can not 

know, perhaps," I thought. And instead of going to the 

Committee for the Protection of t~e Foreign-born, which I 

really should have done and probably one phone call would 

have taken care of everything, I went downtown to the 
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immigration service, as they had suggested I would, to talk 

this out. Went into a room that was like a small 

interviewing room, where there was just a long table and a 

man on one side and myself on the other. Very 

intimidating, cold kind of environment, where he began to 

ask me questions, such as, "Where did you enter the United 

States? What was your point of entry?" 

I said, "I was five years old. 

point of entry. 11 

"What was the date?" 

I don't remember the 

"I don't know." So on and so on. 

"Well, you must know something." 

I said, "I only know that I am a citizen because my 

father told me that I was a citizen, that he became-- 11 

"Well, we need to have this clarified," he said. "I 

assume that because you came from Calgary, that you would 

have entered at--" and he mentioned some port in 

Washington, a point of entry. I said, "Well, I don't think 

so, but I don't know." 

Now it wasn't until after this interview was finished 

and I had talked to someone, probably Carey, that it was 

explained that what this guy was doing was trying to trap 

me in the same way that the la Migra gets Mexicans to sign 

papers saying that they entered at such and such a place on 
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such and such a date. Then they are assured that "This is 

just a formality, and once you sign this paper, everything 

is all right." Well, once they sign the paper, they are 

accused of--

BALTER: Being in the country illegally. 

McGRATH: No, no, no. They're accused of perjury, because 

they have signed a paper saying they entered at such and 

such a date and such and such a port and then somebody 

turns up with evidence they didn't. In other words, they 

only do this when they already know that they're entrapping 

people. And this guy was trying to make me do that. 

Subsequently, in my FBI file and from my father and so on, 

I discovered that they knew perfectly well that my father 

had taken us to Minnesota, where we left my mother at the 

Mayo Clinic, and then we'd proceeded to Los Angeles, but 

this man was trying to get me to sign a statement in which 

I would perjure myself. 

But I wasn't willing to do that, and he got very 

snappish at me and said, "Well, you don't seem to know 

anything." 

And I said, "Well, I know I'm here." 

Then he said, "Excuse me a moment." He went out and 

he brought back a huge book like what I would imagine, if 

there were a recording angel, the recording angel would 

have, a big book, sort of oversized, with lots of pages in 
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it, and began to turn the pages and say, "Are you the same 

Alice Greenfield who was on the picket line at such and 

such a thing?" 

You know, that was terrifying, because it was my first 

proof of something which I knew but didn't want to really 

acknowledge out loud: you know, they're watching us, they 

follow us, we have informers in our midst and so on. He 

brought out a couple more of these, and the effect of it is 

really terribly demoralizing. It's-- Especially when 

you're alone with this man, to realize he's saying things, 

"Were you at this sort of party?" A social event, this is 

a social event at which only a friend could have 

informed. And I began to think, "Ah, who is it that I'm 

thinking of is a friend, or at least an acquaintance, who 

runs downtown and tells people I was on this picket line 

and so on?" Now, of course, some of their information was 

because, as I mentioned earlier, I was pushing Laura on 

these picket lines and they were taking pictures, and I'm 

sure that they were matching them up. 

Finally he said, "Well, you're certainly not being 

very cooperative." Because I wouldn't sign his paper. And 

he gave me a few more, "Are you the same Alice Greenfield 

who did this and that?" 

I said, "I don't know what this has to do with my 

status as a citizen." 
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"Well, we just want to make sure that we have the 

right person," he said. And I said, "Well, I don't 

understand this kind of question." He said, "Well, I don't 

understand your lack of cooperation," something to that 

effect, I'm not quoting exactly. Finally he said, "Well, I 

really don't think we're getting anyplace." And I said, "I 

don't think we are either." 

Except what he was getting was to me, because by that 

time I was really feeling awful and thinking that maybe my 

father was wrong. 

was. 

It was hard to believe, but possibly 

On the way down, after I left his office, I had the 

brilliant idea, something I should have done before I went 

to his office. I walked up to one of the windows and asked 

a clerk if I had come into this country at a certain age 

and my father had become a citizen before I was sixteen, 

was I entitled to automatic citizenship? She said, "Sure, 

honey." Then I simply didn't go back, and they didn't 

pursue it any further, because they knew, they had the 

information, they knew that they didn't have anything. But 

for them to have made that brazen attempt to get me to 

perjure myself and deport me, it's pretty shabby stuff, 

it's pretty shabby stuff. 

Some years later, not then, because I wasn't anxious 

to attract attention to myself, but a few years later, I 
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went down with my father's papers and all of my proofs and 

so on and got myself a piece of paper attesting to the fact 

that I am a citizen. 

BALTER: Right. Those documents are now in your FBI file. 

McGRATH: No, that document is not. The FBI file doesn't 

allude to that at all. They knew all the time I was a 

citizen. No, I have a certificate of citizenship by 

derivation. I just thought I never again would want to 

find myself in the position of anyone questioning my 

citizenship and then not being able to say anything except 

"I am too." 

BALTER: What I am referring to in your FBI file is that 

there appears to be a packet which was from the INS, which 

appears to have either been provided to the FBI or vice 

versa, which includes some of this documentation and then a 

final conclusion report by the INS that yes, indeed, 

everything's okay and the investigation is over. 

McGRATH: Right. The FBI obviously gave information to the 

INS, and then the INS did its little number, which didn't 

work. I think that was the single most upsetting, 

distressing thing that happened to me during that period. 

Distressing, of course, was Tom losing his job, that had a 

lot longer-term effect. But just as a way of making me 

feel vulnerable, that interview was it. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VIII, SIDE ONE 

FEBRUARY 9, 1985 

BALTER: Alice, before we go on chronologically, I wanted 

to go back to something again that's in your FBI file, 

because we've talked a lot about the surveillance, and of 

course we know that the FBI was there even when you or we 

didn't know that they were there, we know that now from the 

Freedom of Information Act and other sources. But for the 

record, I wanted to ask you,· in your FBI file there appears 

a reference to you being at a particular meeting, just 

another meeting really, not of any great importance, but 

the source of the information that you were at this 

particular meeting is indicated as a Eunice Stewart, who at 

this point in the early fifties, is now deceased, the point 

of the report, but who apparently was a Communist Party 

member in Los Angeles from 1947 to 1951, according to the 

FBI, and was indicated in your file as having given 

reliable information in the past. So, in the context, it's 

clear that this was an informant for the FBI in the 

Communist Party. Did you know this Eunice Stewart? 

McGRATH: I have absolutely no recollection of her at all. 

BALTER: Okay. I wanted to get that on the record for 

historical reasons, because perhaps someone else reading 

this oral history or coming into contact with it might find 

that piece of information important later. 
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Now I know from our previous discussions off tape that 

at the end of the 1950s two important things happened in 

your life. One was that your marriage with Tom McGrath 

ended, and two was that your, at least your direct 

association with the Communist Party ended. 

McGRATH: Both drifted to an end. I can't really tell you 

when I suddenly realized that-- Or gradually realized; 

"suddenly" doesn't go with "drifted." But I gradually 

realized that I hadn't been going to meetings, that nobody 

had been after me. I had been increasingly angry with 

people in the Party because of their behavior to Tom, and 

even though my marriage with Tom was dissolving at the same 

time my relationship with the Party was dissolving, my 

feeling about Tom's work remained the same. That is, I 

thought of him as a very important writer who was being 

treated very shabbily by people in the Party. So we 

drifted apart, and after we separated, divorced, Torn moved 

back East. 

BALTER: To where, exactly? 

McGRATH: Well, I think he moved around a number of places 

in the first year or so. Then he came back to North 

Dakota, where he got a job teaching at his old university, 

the University of North Dakota [North Dakota State 

University, Fargo], and then a couple of years after that 

moved across the river to Moorhead, Minnesota, where he 
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taught at the state university, Minnesota State University 

in Moorhead [Moorhead State University]. He taught there 

until his retirement just a few years ago. During the 

period that he was teaching there, the times that he took 

off were when he had fellowships. He was a [Amy] Lowell 

[Travelling] Fellow [for Poetry], a Guggenheim fellow, and 

a National Endowment for the Arts and so on. But he taught 

there until he retired. He now lives in Minneapolis, and 

about, oh, I would say about fourteen years ago, we began 

to be friendly again, and about ten years ago we began to 

be close friends. We are today extremely close friends and 

see each other and have a very wann and friendly 

relationship. 

BALTER: Going back to your leaving the Communist Party, 

you say that you sort of drifted out. Were there any 

efforts on the part of leaders or other members of the 

Party to keep you in? 

McGRATH: None at all. 

BALTER: Did anybody say good riddance? [laughter] 

McGRATH: They may have to themselves, but not to me. 

BALTER: So do you ascribe that to any particular reason? 

McGRATH: I can only speculate about it, because clearly I 

wouldn't know. But I think it has to . do with the kind of 

party it was, with my whole history with the Party, which 

was not that of a disciplined member of a disciplined 
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party, but kind of an outlaw within a party that tolerated 

me because I was a good organizer and active and because 

they had, I guess, tolerated so much from me in the way 

of-- I would go to the off ice every once in a while and 

leave a note on Dorothy's desk--this was especially true 

just before I actually stopped going to meetings--saying, 

"I resign." And she would call me up and say, "Oh, don't 

be silly." That doesn't sound like [laughter] the kind of 

behavior that you think of in this monstrous Communist 

Party that's plotting to be a threat to the United 

States. It was funny in retrospect. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: Before you did leave the Communist Party, do you 

recall whether, for example, the 1956 Krushchev speech, the 

so-called revelations about Stalin, and the sort of shock 

that this sent through at least many members of the 

Communist Party in the United States and the turmoil it 

threw the organization into, was that something that 

involved you directly? Or do you remember how it affected 

you? 

McGRATH: By that time, I really was not active in the 

Party, and although it was a shock and a revelation, it 

didn't affect anything that I was doing. Again, in 

retrospect, I would say that the feelings that I had about 

the Party were and are that the greatest mistake that the 

Party made was in accepting as its role model for its own 
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activities and its own expressions, political expressions, 

the Soviet Union, without any kind of independence. 

Only a few years ago, in 1979, I was invited to go to 

China. I was invited to go, as the euphemism was "veteran 

activist," which meant "old Red," and the people who went 

with me were either former Communist Party members or in 

some way active in China friendship work. This was done 

under the auspices of the now defunct CPML, Communist Party 

Marxist Leninist, which was a splinter group of the New 

Left communist parties. During this visit, we were taken 

all over China--that is, we went to Beijing and Chunking 

and Shanghai--and we were given "orientations," as the 

political directives were called, by the Chinese. I felt 

then a sense of "Oh, god, they're doing it again." Because 

the CPML was accepting China as its model for political 

statements, political positions, and so on. 

This may seem like a digression, but one of the things 

that I'm crazy about in Nicaragua, where I have been twice 

recently, is that I feel that there is an entirely honest 

and principled position in Nicaragua that they want to make 

a revolution that does not take as its model the Soviet 

Union or China or Cuba or any place else, but rather that 

they want to learn from the mistakes and the good things in 

every country, including the United States. When they were 

making their constitution, they wanted to study the 
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constitutions of many countries, and they were refused 

entry, the people were refused entry to the United 

States. But the idea of a socialist party that functions 

in terms of the historical, political, social necessity of 

its own place seems to me very important, and I don't think 

the Communist Party was really doing that. 

BALTER: I've gotten the impression no, but just for 

clarity, did you have many close friends within the 

Communist Party, or was your social circle more outside of 

that organization? 

McGRATH: No, I think my friends were either Communist 

Party members or former members or sympathizers. I had a 

number of relatives who were not involved in the Communist 

Party, but I think of my acquaintances and friends, 

probably most of them were, but not all. I'm recollecting 

now that, particularly following my work on Savage Eye, I 

made friends in publishing that I made through publishing 

and not through politics. 

BALTER: So then did your drifting away or leaving the 

Communist Party break the friendships that you had had 

while you were in the Party? 

McGRATH: Well, I'll tell you what broke many of the 

friendships, whether they were Communist Party friends or 

not, irrespective of that. A rather sad and unpleasant 

consequence of my break with Tom was that many people who 
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were friends with Tom were not willing to be friends with 

me after that. I think they saw Tom as a much more 

valuable person, and that I had elected to leave him they 

didn't approve of. 

BALTER: I see. That's interesting. Before we leave this 

era, I wanted to go back to something that was mentioned in 

your FBI file. There is a mention in about the period of 

the fifties of two publications that you and Tom were 

either associated with or published and so on. One was 

Coastlines, and the other was California Quarterly. 

McGRATH: Coastlines was a magazine of poetry. We put out 

a number of issues of it, some of which are here and can be 

made part of the papers. 

BALTER: You were the publishers? 

McGRATH: We were the publishers. [tape recorder off) 

BALTER: We have before us some copies of Coastlines, and 

why don't you tell me a little bit about how this got 

started and so on? 

McGRATH: Well, Coastlines was Tom's idea. He has then and 

in later times been interested in little magazines that 

will publish poetry of people who can't get published in 

established media and so on. The people who are on the 

masthead there are all students or former students. It was 

just a homemade affair, with poetry by-- Some were students 

and some were poets who already had established a certain 
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reputation, like Don Gordon, Ed Rolfe, Naomi Replansky. My 

first published poem is in this and also appears, is 

reproduced, in my FBI file. 

BALTER: We're looking at volume one, number one, spring 

1955 issue. 

McGRATH: Either the original or a copy of this we can make 

part of the papers. 

BALTER: Great. Let me ask you, it says here, "Editor Mel 

Weisburd." Who's that? 

McGRATH: He was a student of Tom's. These were all 

students who had taken classes with him at Cal State L.A. 

Mel was a young poet who is around still, I don't think 

writing poetry. 

BALTER: Gene Frumkin, would that be any relation to Cy 

Frumkin? 

McGRATH: No, but Gene Frumkin continued to write poetry 

and I think has had poems published. 

BALTER: Mel Weisburd, editor, and now we're talking about 

the associated editors on the masthead here. Rita Moser. 

McGRATH: Rita Moser was a student. I don't recall 

anything about her. Carol Zimmerman was a student who 

lived with us for about a year. And Tom Viertel. These 

were all people who had a great respect and love and 

admiration for Tom. Viertel is related to the Viertel 

family that has, I think, several well-known writers. 

Peter Viertel, I think? His brother. 
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BALTER: How long was Coastlines published? 

McGRATH: For several years. It lasted for a couple of 

years. There were five, six issues. It went the way of 

all little magazines. They take an awful lot of work, an 

enormous amount of work, and then it's very difficult to 

get distribution for them and eventually people's energy 

runs out. 

BALTER: Just a couple of more questions on this. Was it 

distributed nationally or just locally in the Los Angeles 

and California area? 

McGRATH: Oh, just locally, and I'm sure mostly to 

friends. I don't even know how many copies. You can see 

that it's mimeographed and typewritten. 

BALTER: Although it is bound in a pamphlet or booklet form 

with very nice artwork on the covers. 

McGRATH: Yes, David Lemon, a San Francisco artist, friend 

of Tom's, did several of the covers. 

BALTER: At least in this volume one, number one, the 

address for Coastlines is given as 5509t Romaine Street, 

Los Angeles. 

McGRATH: At that time, I think that may have been Mel 

Weisburd's address, but I wouldn't be positive. 

BALTER: Okay. I see that Henry Coulette, who you've 

mentioned earlier--
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McGRATH: Henry Coulette was one of Tom's prize students. 

He's published in Coastlines, but he later, not much later, 

was being published in magazines like the New Yorker and 

had several books of poems published and is now a teacher 

in the same department where Tom worked and where he met 

Tom and is close to retirement. That's kind of a shock to 

realize that he's been working there for almost twenty-five 

years. 

BALTER: And I see a poem by Lawrence Lipton here. 

McGRATH: Yes. 

BALTER: Did you know him very well, was he part of the 

circle? 

McGRATH: Yes, in fact I saw him-- Part of the poet's 

circle. When Tom was here last year--we're now in 1985, 

this was sometime in '84--Curtis Zahn, who's also 

represented here, gave a party for Tom at which-- Oh, now 

I'm thinking of somebody else. I've made a mistake, let's 

go back. 

BALTER: Well, you can correct the mistake. 

McGRATH: Oh, all right. When I was thinking of Lawrence 

Lipton, he was an acquaintance, but he wasn't a friend. 

I'm looking for somebody else who isn't on this. Spingarn 

isn't here. 

BALTER: Larry [Lawrence] Spingarn? 
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McGRATH: Larry Spingarn. Larry Spingarn was among our 

friends. At the party that Curtis Zahn gave last year, Don 

Gordon came and Mel Weisburd and Larry Spingarn. I can't 

think of who else. And earlier this year, when Tom and I 

were in New York visiting another poet, whose name is 

Richard Nickson, who teaches at a college in New Jersey, 

Naomi Replansky came to visit. Naomi Replansky is a poet 

for whom Torn had great respect. He thinks that Naomi is 

one of the fine poets, even · though she has had very little 

published. She had one book of poetry published and she's 

had some in poetry magazines. 

BALTER: Now California Quarterly? 

McGRATH: California Quarterly, I don't really remember 

about California Quarterly. 

BALTER: What was--? 

McGRATH: I don't remember. You probably would have to ask 

Tom when you have a chance to--

BALTER: That was something that he was associated with? 

McGRATH: Yes. I'm looking for some other names in 

Coastlines of people who may have gone on to do other 

things or be published in other places. 

off] 

[tape recorder 

I want to elaborate a little bit on my answer to your 

question about our friends and acquaintances and their 

political associations or lack thereof. The friends that 
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we had that were associated with the poetry magazine came 

from his students, and these were not necessarily political 

people. They were drawn to Tom, having been students and 

interested in poetry. We had at least three concentric 

circles of friends, some of whom were political and 

belonged to the Party or were sympathetic, and some who 

were not, and sometimes they overlapped. 

BALTER: Your circle of friends included, obviously, people 

who were very influenced by the so-called beat movement 

that was going on at that time, as well as people who were 

very political. How did that all intermesh? Or did it? 

McGRATH: It didn't really intermesh. The remarkable thing 

about Tom was and is that he had a clarity of view of 

people's talents and abilities that he could separate from 

a political line. Even if he thought something was 

nonsense, it was interesting nonsense, he was interested in 

it. When the beats came along, like Ginsberg and his 

friend--

BALTER: Gregory Corso. 

McGRATH: --Gregory Corso, Tom was interested in them 

because he just thought they were interesting. Now we were 

older than the beat generation; these were younger people 

corning along. I guess I was more involved, not directly 

involved, but I was more in touch with the beat generation 

when I was working for Grove Press than when I was with 

Torn. 

306 



BALTER: Which we'll get to in just a very few minutes. I 

have about October 1958 as the date of your divorce. This 

is again from the FBI. [inaudible] 

McGRATH: Thank goodness we have confirmation of-

BALTER: For having created a dossier on you for me to 

use. What then happened? Where did you go? Where did the 

kids go? Where did you live next? 

McGRATH: Well, we stayed in Marsh Street for a while, then 

we moved up to Sergeant Place, which I'm sure we'll find in 

the FBI file too, and then moved down to Griffith [Park 

Boulevard]. Stayed there for a while, but it was on a 

hill, it was hard-- The children were with me the whole 

time. I think I mentioned that one year Laura went to live 

with her father, but aside from that the children lived 

with me until they were grown and left home. 

BALTER: Just let me interrupt you for the record. As I 

understand it, you and Tom did not have children of your 

own. 

McGRATH: That's right. No, Tom and I did not. Both my 

children, their father is Max Schechter. Then we moved 

down to Griffith Park Boulevard, in an apartment, and moved 

again to an apartment further up Griffith Park Boulevard 

near Los Feliz, where I lived for some years, and that was 

all the time that Laura was in high school. 
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BALTER: Then what type of work did you begin to do at this 

point? 

McGRATH: Oh, I did all kinds of types of work. When I 

finished working on Savage Eye, I went to work for Joe 

[Joseph] Strick, buying electronic parts for a business 

that he had, and worked there for about a year. 

BALTER: This was unrelated to f ilmmaking? 

McGRATH: Absolutely unrelated. Joe Strick had a number of 

interests, business and land and investment interests. 

After doing that for a while--that was a job of 

desperation--Joe recommended me to Barney Rasset, who is 

publisher of Grove Press. Though I had not had experience 

in publishing or really in book sales, Joe felt that I 

could very easily sell books after the work I had done on 

The Savage Eye. Barney Rasset hired me. I was one of few 

women sales reps in publishing; most of the sales reps in 

publishing at that time were men. It was a very stylized 

kind of job. It had evolved from the time when publishers' 

reps, men, all men, would put their samples in a big trunk 

and take a train to various cities, check into a hotel, let 

the bookstores know they were there, and the bookstore 

owners came to the hotel to see the display of books. That 

was before auto travel, a lot of auto travel; they went by 

train. Then the same reps began to travel by car. It was 

because of the way books were sold, not only because women 
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were not considered-- Traveling salesmen is what they were, 

traveling salesmen. You didn't have traveling 

saleswomen. At the time that I went to work for Grove 

Press, I think there was only one other woman who worked 

for a major publisher as a sales rep, and she worked for 

Doubleday, I believe. The other thing that I did--it was 

the condition on which I took the job--was that I would 

only cover Southern California, and really Los Angeles 

County, and that I would make occasional trips to San 

Francisco and to San Diego. 

I had an original view of what a sales rep did, and 

that was not sell the books as much as service the 

accounts. This may not be very interesting, but-- I was, I 

worked very hard and doubled the sales of Grove Press in 

the Southern California area. At the same time, Grove was 

growing. So it wasn't just that I was such a brilliant 

sales rep, but that Grove Press was growing and had an 

extremely interesting line of contemporary novels and plays 

and published European writers. 

I had an innocent view of bookselling at that time. I 

thought that booksellers were book readers and that in 

order to be a publisher's representative I had to know what 

was inside the books. Before I took the job I had asked 

for a period of time ,in which, actually, I was going to 

have surgery, but I was going to use that time to become 
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So then I conceived of an idea that I thought would 

touch Barney. You know, Barney Rosset, very bright, very 

imaginative, and something unusual would get his 

attention. I had a friend go with me to call on various 

customers, and I did an outrageous report. It was sent in 

as though it were a report of the kind that was required, 

but instead of being a real report, there were pictures of 

me sitting on the lap of the buyer. I had a very good 

relationship with all my buyers. They went along with this 

and thought it was very funny. So I had pictures of me 

calling on the buyers, sitting on the lap, or showing a 

book to a store dummy, saying, "I make every effort to sell 

every possible account." It was simply a joke and 

outrageous. I sent this as my report, and Barney sent me a 

telegram saying, "You win." So then I went on to work for 

them for a while. 

Then Grove Press decided to try what turned out to be 

a disastrous experiment, and that is they thought they 

would get more distribution if, instead of doing their own 

distribution, they had Dell Publishing Company do their 

distribution. Because by now books are starting to be sold 

more and more in nonbookstore outlets, and they thought 

they could take advantage of this. Also, Dell wanted to 

get more and more into bookstores. Because what we used to 

call "pocket books," now called "rack-size books," were not 
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sold in every bookstore. You had to find them in 

drugstores, grocery stores, variety stores, and so on. 

Pickwick Bookstore was, for instance, one of the last to 

really carry rack-size paperback titles in quantity. So it 

was a hope on the part of Grove Press that they could get 

into the nonbookstore markets and a hope on the part of 

Dell, I guess, that they could upgrade the image of Dell as 

a distributor of quality books. What we now call "trade 

paper" were called "quality paper," as opposed to pocket 

books, which were not considered to be good. Which is very 

strange, because when Penguin first introduced paperbacks, 

they introduced a line of literature, and it was only 

later, as things went along, that the thirty-five-cent 

paperback began to be thought of as trash. Anyway, Dell 

asked me if I wanted to work for them as a rep, because 

they were really a little bit worried about their ability 

to make a representation of the new titles. And here is 

where, once again, I made the imprudent decision to do 

something which didn't sound very sensible on the surface. 

I have to back up to say that a couple of years before 

I left Grove Press, I had taken Dan, who was then nine 

years old, in to have self-defense lessons at [the] Bruce 

Tegner School, and I had become extremely interested in 

Bruce's extraordinary teaching ability and in his unique 

approach to the teaching of self-defense, which I'll go 
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into later. I don't want to digress on that, because I 

want to carry on with the Grove Press thing. But I will 

explain what it was about Bruce's attitudes and approach 

and methods that interested me. But I was taking Dan for 

lessons, and eventually I took lessons myself. I had 

started to work with Bruce, but just on a kind of hobby 

basis. My full-time job was working for Grove Press. 

But Bruce and I put together a little book on 

karate. It was the first English-language book on 

karate. There were a few books in this country that were 

reprints of expensive, very expensive hardcover Japanese 

books, but this was the first inexpensive, paperback 

book. We put it together. We really didn't intend to sell 

it to the trade; it was going to be used as a teaching aid 

for students who came to the school. Barney Rosset knew 

that I was doing this, thought it was amusing. And I was 

carrying this book around and selling it to bookstores at 

the same time. It was a single title. And to my great 

surprise, I was leaving it on consignment and coming back a 

few weeks later to discover that they'd sold it. [tape 

recorder off] By the time that Grove Press was making this 

experimental distribution deal with Dell, Bruce and I had 

put together about three books that were very amateurish, 

homemade-looking, but which we were really doing more for 

fun, didn't expect that we were going to be publishers. 
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Dell asked me if I would work for them, and the 

prudent thing would have been to say yes. It would have 

been a salaried job, and they already knew that I was a 

good rep. I couldn't really make up my mind if I wanted to 

do that or if I wanted do to something totally outrageous, 

which would be to work with Bruce, not only on the books, 

but to work with him at the school, to actually go into 

full-time work with Bruce, who had a judo/karate self

defense [school]. Actually, karate hadn't come to be that 

popular yet. So as I was trying to make up my mind, I went 

to Dell to ask about the terms of employment, and I was 

given an application to fill out. 

I said, "What's the application for?" 

He said, "Well, we require this of everybody." 

And my response was, "But you don't require it of 

me. You know who I am and what I can do and I don't need 

to fill out your form." Balking, you know, again at having 

to do the regular thing. 

And when I filled out the form and it said previous 

experience and I said, "Keeper of a brothel" or some such 

thing, he said, "Well, clearly you don't want to work for 

us." 

And I said, "Clearly I don't, not if you have to turn 

in an application." 
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So I did the imprudent thing, which turned out to be 

very successful, and began to work with Bruce full-time, 

teaching at the school and managing the school, and we 

began to think of the publishing of the books as something 

that might possibly be profitable. The school was 

profitable enough, but we were interested in the 

possibility of exploring the market for the books if I gave 

more time to it. And that was the point at which I left 

Grove. Later on, when their experiment with Dell turned 

out not well and they resumed distributing their own books, 

I made several trips for Grove Press through the country, 

calling on wholesalers, not on bookstores, but calling on 

distributors, by which time we had published about five or 

six of our early titles. My arrangement with Grove was 

that this was a joint trip, that they paid my expenses and 

that was all, and I made a representation for them at the 

same time I was going to make representation for our 

books. That was one of the ways in which I got started, 

because it's very, very difficult, it's extremely difficult 

to get distribution for new books, new company. 

The last trip that I made for Grove Press was to 

Kansas City, Dallas, Houston, New Orleans, Memphis, 

Atlanta. There may have been a couple of other stops, but 

I do remember those stops. Among the books that I had to 

sell for Grove, that I wanted to place in wholesaler 
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distribution, was a book called Games People Play. I had 

looked at the book. By then I knew better than to think 

that I had to read all the way through it, but I was 

familiar with the inside. You'd be surprised how many 

sales reps for books are not familiar with the inside. 

They're familiar with how many books are printed, what it 

says on the cover. If there is a past history of the 

author, that's very useful. You know if it's Louis L'Amour 

you don't have to know anything more. Now I'm not talking 

about Grove Press. I'm talking about Bantam when I say 

Louis L'Amour. Well, later on, if it's Salinger, you don't 

have to know what's inside the book. But I'd read into 

Games People Play, and I thought it had a sales potential 

and that it was intriguing, because it had a section, and 

this was just one section of the book, in which you could 

play psychiatrist, you could analyze your friends. It was 

one of the early books in which the techniques of people 

for manipulating each other or being manipulated were given 

titles and so on. I thought that was interesting. 

I couldn't sell that book. It was not a very 

attractive-looking book. The first pages of it were rather 

technical and had to do with transactional analysis, and 

the people that I was talking to not only wouldn't know 

what transactional analysis was, they couldn't say it. So 

I think I sold a total, in the whole country with great 
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effort and lots of enthusiasm, I sold a couple of hundred 

to all of the wholesalers that I called on, and went to New 

York saying, "I don't believe it. I don't believe my bad 

record in this. Because that book has got to appeal to 

people." It stayed in single copies in only major 

bookstores. Nobody else wanted it. It was usually in the 

science or the psychology section, but it was not 

considered to be a popular book. It was almost two years 

after it was published that I think Newsweek or Time, one 

of those two, picked up on exactly the thing I had noticed 

in it, said, "What fun you can have analyzing your 

friends!" And the thing took off and became a best-seller 

for several years. 

BALTER: Thinking in terms of your beginning the publishing 

work with Bruce Tegner, was there a particular theme or new 

realm that you wanted to try to break in this area? 

McGRATH: Yes, there was the new ground that I--I shouldn't · 

say I was breaking it--I was expressing. When I met Bruce 

and saw what he was teaching, I had done enough research, 

that is, looking around at other schools-- When I took Dan 

for lessons it was because he had a sort of generalized 

anxiety about assault. No one had really ever threatened 

him, but he felt that there was a sense of needing to know 

something. First, I had suggested that possibly boxing 

was-- I didn't know anything. I didn't know what self-
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defense was. The only two words that I was familiar with 

that implied that they were self-defense were judo and 

boxing. I couldn't find boxing. Besides, Dan wasn't crazy 

about the idea of boxing. He said, "Look, what I don't 

want is for somebody to punch me in the nose, and I don't 

want to go someplace where they're going to punch me in the 

nose to teach me not to be punched in the nose. II I thought 

that was a good analysis. 

The only other thing I knew of was judo. Judo was 

called self-defense in those days. Not accurately, but it 

was called self-defense. I called the several schools that 

said they taught judo, and the response I got from all of 

them was, "Yes, of course. Yes, we do teach children, and 

in several years he will become a judo expert and then he 

will be--" And I said, "You know, we don't have a couple of 

years for Dan. He's in emotional distress I think has to 

be dealt with now." 

The only person who gave me an answer which seemed to 

me much more reasonable, rational, and also not inclined to 

use terms, "making a fierce fighter out of Dan"--the 

chances of making a fierce fighter out of Dan were nil-

But Bruce, when I said to him on the phone, "I have this 

nine-year-old boy and he's rather timid and so on," he 

said, "No problem. It's fairly common, and it doesn't take 

very long to teach him a few simple things that will give 
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him a sense that he's not entirely helpless." Well, that 

seemed much more attractive as an idea than "in a couple of 

years we'll make a fierce fighter." So I took Dan in and 

in about two weeks, in about two weeks, that is, after four 

class lessons, he said, "You know, I don't think I've 

learned very much. It's just been a few hours. I don't 

even think I could use any of the stuff I've learned. But, 

you know, I stopped feeling so frightened all the time." I 

thought that was phenomenal. 

When I was first watching Bruce teach, there was part 

of what he was doing that I did understand. He was a very 

large person. Not just tall--he was six foot one, I 

think--but very big. In the children's class, he simply 

towered above the little kids that he was teaching. But he 

managed to get across to them a very friendly kind of 

relaxed, even joking attitude about what they were doing, 

and making fun of the kids who were bullies. He kept 

relieving their anxiety. Because most of these kids came 

in feeling very ashamed, worried, frightened, and here is 

Bruce Tegner, the big judo champion master, talking about 

how silly it is to fight and anybody can win a fight if-

you know, he can have the brains of a carrot as long as he 

has a hard head. And all of this is [imitates a sigh of 

relief) making the children feel a lot less anxiety. 
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But what I didn't really understand about Bruce's 

method and what he was accomplishing, and he didn't really 

either-- Bruce's techniques and his incredible teaching 

skill were a gift. He had been brought up in the very 

strict, rather harsh Japanese school. Both his mother and 

his father had taught jujitsu and judo, and from the time 

he was a little kid he had been taught. He didn't even 

remember being taught the things that he knew. But their 

method of teaching had been derived directly from the 

Japanese method, which is very harsh, very mean. If you 

saw a few years ago the difference between the Soviet way 

of training the women's volleyball team and the Japanese 

volleyball team, you know what I'm talking about. The two 

teams actually were in the finals and were about of equal 

skill. The Soviet team had been taught with a great deal 

of support, team feeling, I guess you would say affection 

training, whereas the Japanese style was brutal and 

insulting and physically hitting and humiliating. Well, 

obviously those two methods of teaching can develop 

skill. But what bothered me about the Japanese way is it 

can develop skill, but I think it's very harmful to the 

persona. And it wasn't just skill that I was interested 

in, especially for Dan. He wouldn't have wanted, and I 

wouldn't have wanted him, to learn good self-defense at the 

same time learning something which I would have thought 

would be a punitive or vicious attitude. 
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acquainted with Grove Press's line. They had 142 books; 

that was their whole line. 

BALTER: This would have been about what year now? 

Approximately. 

McGRATH: Just a minute. [pause] We're going to have to 

come back and put the year in [1959]. But they had 142 

books, and except for the books of Samuel Beckett, which I 

could not read all the way through, I read all of or into 

142 books on the Grove Press line, because I thought that 

was a requirement. It was interesting, amusing, and 

disappointing to discover that the requirement for being a 

salesman of books was the requirement for being a salesman 

of anything else, including buttons, and that was just kind 

of a willingness to go out and call on the customers, 

salesmen's qualifications, and that I met either 

booksellers who knew a lot more than I did about books or 

booksellers who didn't know anything, and my having read 

the books wasn't a requirement. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: Certainly in the late fifties and early sixties, 

Grove Press brought out many titles that were new in terms 

of subject matter, in terms of language, in terms of 

introducing certain European authors, and I'm wondering-

And this was a time of the beginning of a lot of cultural 

change in the United States also, especially among certain 

segments of the population. What type of resistance, if 
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any, did you run into from book dealers about carrying this 

line of books? 

McGRATH: Oh, the books were extremely popular or well 

accepted in major bookstores. Poor, sweet little Lady 

Chatterley was the real resistance that we had. That was 

at the very end of my work with Grove Press. But when I 

was selling the line when I began, college bookstores and 

major bookstores wherever I went, even not major 

bookstores, the line was highly respected by people who 

read seriously. There was really never enormous popular 

acceptance of those writers; it was always an intellectual 

following. Some of the books were adopted in modern lit 

classes and so on. He [Barney Rasset] had a highly 

respected line of books. [tape recorder off] Not only 

modern lit, but European lit, contemporary European lit. 

He published people who had never been published in this 

country. 

Then toward the end of, it was really very close to 

the end of my association with Grove Press, he decided to 

publish Lady Chatterley's Lover, which of course now seems 

like such a mild and tame book, but that was a big scandal 

and there were numerous lawsuits. Barney Rosset, I think, 

well, I think-- It is a fact that Barney Rosset's 

publication of Lady Chatterley's Lover and his eventually 
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winning enough suits and making it possible for Lady 

Chatterley to be published here really did open the door 

for a lot of publishing that before then had not been 

possible in the United States. I was still working for 

Grove Press then, and I was beginning to get ready to 

leave. But I didn't leave because of this; it just 

happened that I was toward the end. There were some 

bookstores that would carry the book, knowing that there 

might be a lawsuit, but Barney Rosset had, I think 

imprudently, offered to fund, to financially support 

anybody who was sued. There were so many suits that 

finally he had to withdraw that. There were some 

bookstores that would carry it, but only sell it to 

customers that they knew. In Hollywood, Pickwick Bookstore 

carried the book but only sold it to people they knew. 

Next door there was a place called the Partridge Bookstore, 

why, he carried it openly. 

I was concerned then because they were arresting and 

trying, not just the publisher, but dealers, and I thought 

they might get to sales reps. Somebody suggested that I go 

downtown to the vice squad and ask them what their 

intentions were. Well, that seemed to me such an 

extraordinary thing to do, because I always thought of them 

as on the other side of a fence that you wouldn't 

approach. Practically like going around to the FBI and 
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saying, "Well, what are your intentions?" I went downtown 

and found the vice squad officer in charge of pornography, 

who was very sweet and very polite and told me that as long 

as the book was available in hardcover only, they did not 

have any plans to prosecute or arrest, but if the book 

appeared in paperback--presumably thus becoming available 

to the innocent young--that they would then arrest the 

bookseller, the sales representative, and the author. 

[laughter] And the author. Now he was their specialist in 

pornography. 

Then he complained about not having enough funds to do 

vice work properly, and then he took me to a locked cabinet 

and took out a book, a book which fell open at a certain 

page, and had me read a particularly disgusting description 

of, you know, bestial sex or something. He said, "Now, 

what do you think of that?" He was showing me what 

terrible things went on in the world that he had to deal 

with, and clearly enjoying revealing this to a young 

woman. I read it. He said, "What do you think of that?" 

I said, "Well, I think it's very badly written," at which 

point he put the book away and we went on to other 

subjects. 

BALTER: How long did you work for Grove Press? 

McGRATH: A few years. I wrote the official Grove Press 

song. Would you like to hear the words to the official 

Grove Press song? 
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BALTER: Please, let's have it. [tape recorder off] 

McGRATH: No matter where I worked or what I did, I had the 

habit of being outrageous. I really don't remember if I've 

told you this before about the Communist Party, but I 

wanted to have an anti-Mother's Day celebration. Have I 

told you about that? 

BALTER: No. 

McGRATH: Okay, I thought we ought to have an anti-Mother's 

Day celebration, which shocked everybody. I had our club 

song that went something like "We are baby communists/We 

are on all the red folks' lists," and so on and so on, 

which was supposed to be sung and danced to, sort of 

imitation or parody of the Rockettes sort of thing. Some 

people enjoyed that, other people thought it was 

outrageous. 

So when I went to work for Grove Press and I was 

invited to the first sales reps' meeting, after having 

worked for them for about a year, I thought we ought to 

have a song the way the Japanese firms had songs. Now I 

don't know the tune of this, but this was the song of the 

Grove Press people: 

we're not here for commission, 
We are upon a mission. 
Truth and beauty hovers 
In shiny paper covers. 

our books are full of virtue. 
There's nothing there to hurt you. 
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When we put our display out, 
The good the true the way out 

Are there for you to take them, 
And here's the boys who make them. 
Roy will make them pretty 
And Gene will make them witty 

And Jean will make them naughty 
And Sam will make them haughty 
And Barney makes them sexy 
And Alan makes them hexy. [ 196 O] 

And I said, "That's all I have now. I think I'll let it go 

at that." [laughter] Roy, whose last name I don't 

remember, but it has to be someplace on the Grove Press 

Books, designed the covers. Who did I mean by Gene? I 

don't know. Jean would be Jean Genet, and Sam would be 

Samuel Beckett. Of course Barney is Barney Rasset, and 

Alan Watts makes them hexy. When we get to North Dakota 

Quarterly, there is a poem in there which was outrageous 

and had to be circulated privately at the time that it was 

written. 

BALTER: That you wrote? 

McGRATH: Yes, in the North Dakota Quarterly. See, it 

doesn't become public often, but just absolutely everything 

I have done, I have had the impulse to do something funny 

or outrageous about it. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VIII, SIDE TWO 

FEBRUARY 9, 1985 

BALTER: Alice, you had just mentioned a poem that you 

wrote long ago but was recently published in North Dakota 

Quarterly. Why don't you explain a little bit about it, 

and then read it for us while we have a sort of poetry 

session here. 

McGRATH: All right. Well, the poem is written in November 

1952, and I wrote it as a birthday present for Tom, whose 

birthday is in November. It's called, "Longshot O'Leary 

Says It's Your Duty To Be Full of Fury," and it is a parody 

of his style in some of his poems. Long Shot O'Leary is 

taken from one of Tom's books, poetry, called, Longshot 

O'Leary's Garland of Practical Poesie. So "Longshot 

O'Leary Says It's Your Duty To Be Full of Fury." This is 

like a subhead, which is, "Longshot O'Leary Says It's Your 

Duty To Be Full of Fury." 

Sing a song for Thomas McGrath, 
Who rises splendidly in his wrath 

To blaspheme the Pope and blaspheme 
his Leader 

And takes no pity on Gentle Reader, 

Distributing curses and kicks in the ass 
Whenever he sees a Philistine pass. 

Longshot O'Leary says a square is a person 
who cannot read Caudwell. 

Thomas doubts and Thomas is wary 
Of prigs with a leftist vocabulary. 
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Though full of praise for Mao and Marx, 
He'd throw Sam Sillen to the sharks. 

Oh, Marx and Yeats and Sidney B. 
Are Thomas's Holy Trinity. 

Longshot O'Leary says a bad poem is sinful. 

Swoon if you will at Percy B. Shelley, 
To Thomas he's a pain in the belly. 

Whitman he thinks deserves to be sung, 
His imitators should all be hung. 

Longshot O'Leary Picks Sorcery over Physics
-with Odds. 

A mathematician looking sage, 
Drives McGrath to a high, fine rage. 

For science is drivel. The best it can do 
is manufacture a gadget or two. 

What ails us all is plain to see. 
Be Saved, he cries, read Poetry. 

BALTER: Maybe you could explain who a few of these 

references are. 

McGRATH: Now, "blaspheme the Pope and blaspheme his 

Leader--" Since Tom was raised as a Catholic and was a 

communist, that kind of blasphemy would just be taken for 

granted. "Blaspheme his Leader" would be whoever in the 

Communist Party was being critical of him at the time. 

"Longshot O'Leary says a square is a person who cannot read 

Caudwell." Christopher Caudwell was the English Marxist 

critic about whom Tom wanted to write "his dissertation and 

wasn't allowed to. Sam Sillen was the editor of Masses and 
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Mainstream. Marx and Yeats, you know, the poet Yeats. 

Sidney B. was the jazz horn player. 

BALTER: Sidney Bechet. 

McGRATH: Sidney Bechet, right. Percy Shelley we know. I 

don't think that Tom would have as dogmatic an attitude 

about science these days as he would then. He might be 

more critical, but in a different way. Now this poem was 

in fact a heretical poem when it was written in 1952. It 

was not published. I showed the poem to Charlie [Charles] 

Humboldt and he thought it was very funny. In fact, I had 

a sweet letter from him saying I ought to take up the 

business too. But except for Charlie, I just showed it to 

close personal friends. It would have been offensive to 

most Party people at that time. 

BALTER: All right. Well, we've spent some time talking 

about this interesting period. What led you to leave your 

job as a sales representative with Grove Press and what did 

you do next? 

McGRATH: Well, I was really very happy working for Grove 

Press, except for a short period when they decided that 

they needed an efficiency expert. They weren't getting all 

the work out of the sales reps that they needed, so-- I 

think by that time the sales in my area were about 250 

percent above what they were when I started, and I got 

instructions to keep a log. I balked at that, that's the 
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point at which I always balk, and at first I said I 

wouldn't do it. Then John Pizey, who was the sales manager 

at the time, very young and bright English person, said, 

"Well, please do it. It's not that we're trying to get 

after you, but we really have to show that we have some 

control over what people do." So I started to keep the 

log. The log was the number of accounts I had called on 

and what I did with my day. I did that for a while. Then 

finally I decided I didn't want to do it, and I wrote to 

them and said, "There isn't any way that you can confirm 

anything I've got in this log. How are you going to know 

three thousand miles away that I made such and such a call 

if I made a call but I didn't sell any books? The only 

thing that could possibly interest you is how many books 

I'm selling, and on the days that I'm selling a lot of 

books, I resent having to make a log. On the days that I'm 

not working very hard, you're asking me to lie to you, and 

I just don't want to do it. 11 So then--this is kind of 

reminiscent of my old days in the party--"! resigned. I 

don't want to work for you. 11 

BALTER: "Don't be silly." 

"Oh, come on, Alice--" 

McGRATH: --don't be silly." Exactly. "Come on, Alice, 

don't be silly," said John. "We want you to stay." So I 

said, "All right, I'll stay, but I'm not going to do the 

log." "Oh, please do the log." 
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Well, Bruce, because of his own temperament--! can 

only say that, because it was certainly not in his 

teaching--left that harsh Japanese school and taught in a 

way that seemed more like what he wanted to do, which was 

with fun, with jokes. He did not assume the role of 

master, which is very important in the Japanese school. 

The teacher was revered and respected and never 

contradicted. Bruce was not that kind of person. So that 

instead of saying, "Look what I can do, the master, the 

best--" 

"Oh," he said, "Don't worry abbut what I can do. I've 

been doing this all my life, and it would be unusual if I 

couldn't do it very well. What I'm interested in is what 

can you do. And I want to show you that you can do more 

than you think you are able to do." 
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TAPE NUMBER: IX, SIDE ONE 

MARCH 16, 1985 

BALTER: Alice, when we left off last time, you had been 

talking about your beginnings of your involvement with 

Bruce Tegner and Dan's experiences with the self-defense 

work and the importance that had in his life at that 

point. Why don't we continue on with the development of 

your relationship with Bruce and the self-defense work. 

McGRATH: Maybe I could ask you to back up. [tape recorder 

off] When I first began to work with Bruce, it was after 

having the experience of Dan getting tremendous emotional 

and psychological benefit from what seemed to me very 

little instruction. And since Dan is very smart, was a 

very smart kid, he made the comment, which I perhaps have 

already told you about, and that is he said after a couple 

of weeks, "I don't know what I've learned or whether I 

could use what I've learned, but I've stopped feeling 

afraid all the time." 

Well, I was so interested in that process, what was it 

that happened to Dan, I began to work with Bruce sort of 

part-time. It was just an evening thing. I would take Dan 

to class and I began to help Bruce sign up students, talk 

on the telephone. I sort of drifted into my partnership 

with Bruce. Then Bruce taught me to teach a children's 

class. That was already heretical, because you 
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weren't supposed to be a teacher until you had become very 

highly skilled in one of the traditional martial arts 

yourself. Bruce said that was nonsense. I could teach the 

things that the children needed to learn, and it was true 

and I did. 

I was really most interested in the children who came 

in for lessons and what their parents said about them. I 

didn't realize that what I was doing was trying to arrive 

at what was it about people who brought their children in 

and what was the motivation and why, why it happened to Dan 

and to the other children that very little instruction made 

this great difference to them. Parents would bring their 

children in-- Usually mothers and almost always boys. In 

the late fifties, they weren't talking about self-defense 

for women, they weren't bringing little girls in for 

lessons. So it was mainly little boys and mainly little 

boys about eight, nine, ten, sometimes eleven. The mother 

would bring the kid in and say, "Well, my child needs self

defense lessons because he's so small." Oh, good, I could 

understand that. My kid was so small. And I thought that 

was one of the reasons. Then somebody else brings the kid 

in and says, "My kid needs self-defense lessons because 

he's so large." Well, that's a shock to me. "How does 

that work?" "Well, he sort of feels awkward with the other 

kids and it makes him--" And then someone comes in and 
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says, "My kid needs self-defense because he's fat and the 

kids make fun of him." One says, "My kid is skinny." One 

says, "My boy needs self-defense because his father is so 

athletic that he can't possibly achieve what his father 

does." Another one says, "My kid needs self-defense 

because his father isn't a role model for him. He doesn't 

do anything athletic, so how can this kid learn?" Another 

one says, "The father's too harsh on the kid." Another one 

says, "We don't have a father at home." And occasionally 

the father would bring the kid in and say, "His mother 

spoils him." 

Now I thought there was something behind and beyond 

all of these reasons given, because if the fat and the 

short and the small and the no role model and the role 

model and the father's-there-too-much and the father's

never-there and so on-- But all of these kids, almost 

without exception-- Sometimes it would be really a 

traumatized kid; a few lessons wouldn't help. There were 

always a few of those. But most of the kids came in, and 

after a few weeks, they had the same response as Dan did, 

that is, somehow they weren't afraid anymore. I realized 

that there had to be something els~ It -wasn't the fatness 

or the shortness, the tallness, the father there, and so 

on. There had to be another factor, and that factor had to 

be common to all of them. 
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It took me a long time, because I wasn't doing a 

sociological study. Thinking about this from time to time, 

and I finally realized that the thing that was common to 

all of them was that they had never been prepared to cope 

with the emergency of threat of assault. That was it. 

Once somebody had given them a little instruction in how do 

you cope with the possibility and possibly even handle it, 

the feeling of helplessness was diminished. Maybe not 

gone, but at least diminished to the point where they could 

think about it without being hysterical. 

It was that concept--I'm trying to be brief about it, 

because this is not really the story of the martial arts-

but it was that concept that lead me later on, a number of 

years later on, to say, "But that's why women feel so 

helpless. Nobody has ever talked about the possibility 

that they might be able to recognize and cope with the 

threat of assault." But conversely, that's also the reason 

why a lot of men feel terribly nervous about assault, 

because it is assumed they should be able to take care of 

themselves. So it's a rotten deal on both sides. Women 

are made to feel nervous and vulnerable because it's 

certainly assumed--it still is really--assumed that they 

can't cope. Men are made to feel nervous and rotten 

because it's assumed they can cope, and not all men can. I 

mean, as many men cannot as women cannot. This 
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stereotyping of "men should be able to cope with assault" 

is untrue. The stereotype that women should not be able to 

is untrue. And both of them suffer as a result of it. 

There are people who--this was my observation, 

finally--there are people from children on through to any 

age and any sex and any place who have a personality, 

character, background, training, and so on, that assault 

doesn't particularly worry them. The idea of somebody 

punching them in the nose doesn't seem so horrible or 

awful, and they could deal with it and maybe punch back or 

whatever. Then there are others to whom that seems to be a 

terribly unpleasant, frightening, demeaning, humiliating 

thing, and they don't know how to cope with it. That has 

nothing to do with age or sex and so on. So the ones who 

have that feeling of helplessness need just a little bit of 

instruction to help them cope with it and also to feel it's 

not so terrible if you don't know how, it's not so awful, 

and that, unlike the assumptions made in traditional 

martial arts, you do not have to become an expert fighter 

in order to overcome this lack of preparation. Some very 

simple basic skills are enough. 

BALTER: Let me ask you something at this point, along 

these lines really. Thinking about yourself personally-

Certainly this is a whole new area for you to get into. 

Your whole life had been "political." 
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McGRATH: And nonphysical. 

BALTER: And nonphysical. What do you think it might have 

been about your own life or development or history at this 

point in time that caused you to become so involved with 

this? 

McGRATH: Well, it was accidental, because if I hadn't 

taken Dan in, I'm sure I would never, never have been 

involved. Dan had a long attention span, so when he 

finished the self-defense, he began to learn the sport 

judo. I just got bored with sitting there on the bench, 

and there were a couple of women in the class, so I joined 

the class. 

And I discovered for the first time in my life-

Because I had never done sports. You know, a poor Jewish 

family didn't send girls to tennis lessons, boys either. 

But we didn't have a background in which sport or the idea 

of doing physical things had much importance. In fact, it 

was sort of put down. If I hadn't accidentally wandered in 

there and then began to learn these techniques and discover 

that, though I was a terribly slow learner-- I am still a 

slow learner about physical things. We'll skip way ahead 

to age sixty-five when I learned to swim. It took me a 

couple of years really of floundering around and splashing 

around, and I'm a fairly good swimmer now, after two years 

and three months and so on. But I was a slow learner. 
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Bruce was such an incredible teacher. I must say that 

I think that it was the accident of taking Dan in, but it 

was also the accident and good luck of having Bruce as a 

teacher. There are few teachers I've encountered in my 

life, I can name them, regardless of the subject, who had-

Bruce is no longer teaching, so, although he's alive [Bruce 

Tegner died in August 1985], I'll speak of him in the 

past. But as a teacher, Bruce had an incredible 

personality and method--and it was a very natural thing, 

because he wasn't taught that way--of encouraging a student 

and allowing them to be all right at whatever level and at 

whatever pace. This again is different from the 

environment you encounter mostly in traditional martial 

arts things, the stern master, hitting you in the legs if 

you don't do well and criticizing you in some classes that 

I'd seen, slapping the students. I mean, really that. I 

just hate that kind of teaching anyway. But Bruce was so 

the opposite that no matter how awkward, no matter how 

badly, no matter how-- He would say, "You can do it. You 

can do it. 11 So here I found myself, at age forty, with no 

background of physical activity, being encouraged by a 

teacher who says, "I wouldn't ask you to do this if I 

didn't think you could. I would never ask a student to do 

something that they couldn't do." 
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He's encouraging me and encouraging me. Pretty soon 

I'm beginning to think, "Hey, this is kind of fun." I have 

for the first time in my life, except for roller-skating 

when I was fifteen or something, I'm experiencing the 

pleasure of a physical discipline in which you tell your 

muscles and body to do something and they do it right. I'd 

never had that before. So I began to truly think I could 

get a green belt in judo, which meant learning things that 

are extremely difficult for me, extremely difficult. But 

once I had decided that I was going to do it, and since my 

time was flexible, unlike most students, who come in in the 

evening or Saturdays or something, in the course of my work 

I would stop in at the school and do a hundred rolling 

falls just to-- I was working at it very hard, and, 

eventually, much more slowly than anybody else I know, I 

developed good technique. I learned to do things I'd never 

thought I'd learn how to do, rolling falls and kind of a 

somersaulty thing and being thrown and learning to do 

throws with grace and technique and precision. It was 

great fun, it just was great fun. It was simply a new 

experience in my life, and I enjoyed it tremendously. When 

I began to get more involved in the writing and in the 

business, it stopped being fun, because then it was 

something I found I would say, "I don't have time to do 

that." I was more interested in the other aspects. But 
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learning how, you know, earning a brown belt in judo was a 

tremendous accomplishment for me. And I loved it. 

BALTER: As you began to work with Bruce-- And I understand 

from talking with you earlier that the two of you began to 

live together at some point? 

McGRATH: Well, later on. 

BALTER: That was later. We're not there yet. 

McGRATH: We're not there yet. 

BALTER: You've written how many books together? 

McGRATH: Forty. 

BALTER: About forty books together. What are some of the 

new concepts that you try to develop in these books? 

McGRATH: Well, let me go back to the earlier part, because 

of course I didn't know anything about the field. I saw 

that Bruce was doing things that were different from-- I 

had gone to observe other schools, by the way, where they 

were teaching judo as self-defense. Bruce was teaching a 

combination sort of hand and foot blows and locks and a 

couple of throws. Later on, we changed the whole course. 

But I had observed the traditional method of teaching 

judo. Now in the fifties, the word karate wasn't known 

here. There were very few people who had heard the word 

karate. When you talked about self-defense, you said 

boxing or judo. Two things worried me about it. One, it 

didn't seem to me that judo really was very practical for 

self-defense. All it involved were throwing, and it seemed 
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to me that there were so many circumstances or situations 

in which that really wasn't an appropriate thing to do. 

The other thing is I really didn't like the way the 

traditional judo was taught, and that was the new student 

comes in-- It's still taught this way, by the way, in a 

traditional class. The new student comes in and practices 

learning to fall, the safety falls, maybe for months. I 

think they're shortening it in some places now, but maybe 

for months. Then the new student learns to be thrown, and 

finally the student advances to the point where he or she 

is taught to throw. Bruce, with just some innate good 

sense about this and a sensitivity about what people liked 

to do and what they're afraid of doing and what they can 

do, was reversing this. The hardest thing to learn in judo 

is being thrown. The easiest thing to do is to throw. A 

student can have five minutes of instruction and learn to 

throw if the person they are throwing is skilled in the 

safety falls. It is terribly hard to learn to be thrown 

and takes a long time. In the old-fashioned way, the 

reason that the student progressed this way from just 

learning the falls, then being thrown, and then throwing is 

that there was a status. There's a level of respect for 

the person who throws, because that is the winner in a 

sense. The person who's thrown is the loser, and you don't 

get to be the winner until you go up the steps. Bruce 
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said, "But that's nonsense." He didn't use the term "We 

want people to experience success," which is a concept in 

teaching now that's really very common: You don't start 

people with things that they're not going to be able to 

do. You start them with things that they're able to do. 

So when Bruce began to teach, though he'd been taught in 

the other way, he reversed it by assigning status to the 

people who were thrown, by saying, "It takes more skill, 

more time, and therefore I'm giving you the honor"--I'm 

paraphrasing this, of course--"! am allowing you to take 

the responsibility of being thrown." So new students would 

come in, and, almost in the beginning, they would get to 

throw an advanced student. They felt marvelous. I mean, 

it was just great fun to be able to do that. Now that was 

heretical in those times. In almost everything he did, 

including saying judo should be fun-- We even put out a 

book called Judo for Fun, which earned us a little visit 

from some very solemn, sweet Japanese who were at Caltech 

as science students, but nlso they were judo enthusiasts 

and came around to tell us that we were really not doing it 

correctly. We thanked them very much and said, "Very nice 

of you to come and tel 1 us that." Now the other concept 

about judo, in addition to a number of other things-- I 

don't have to go into detail, because I think that one is 

the most important, because it really goes to the heart of 
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the concept about judo. The other thing is that it was 

assumed, and it is still assumed in judo, karate, aikido, 

whatever one of the specialties you want to talk about, it 

is assumed that you have to reach a very high level of 

proficiency to be able to say that you know self-defense. 

That is true if you know a specialty and especially if you 

know what you're learning are things that are difficult, 

complicated, and are taught in a sport-oriented environment 

where two people are using the same skill and trying to win 

over each other. Most of the time, most people do not need 

that at all. Most of the time, most people learning self

defense need a few simple things that they feel they can 

fall back on and an explanation of what is a threatening 

situation, how do you cope with the beginnings of a 

situation as it starts to look as though there might be an 

assault in the making. I think it's more important for a 

man to know, for instance, if you're in a bar--you know, 

fights take place in bars--I think it's much more important 

than knowing some kicks of karate or throws of judo, and so 

on, to recognize things are getting unpleasant here. Go 

home! That's really more practical knowledge. And for 

women to be taught the most--this is one of the things I 

don't like--the most vicious techniques of self-defense, 

gouging into the eyes, hitting into the throat, that sort 

of thing, when many times women need only, again, like men, 
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recognize what is the situation in which some sort of 

physical assault might occur and handle it at the point 

before it gets to anything physical. Much, much more 

important. The other stuff is just backup. Just backup. 

BALTER: Let me interject a question here at this point. 

It strikes me that, mostly with men I'm sure, we are so 

conditioned when an assault threatens, if you left the bar 

before the assault happens, certainly you are minimally 

deficient in macho. The idea of our culture, generally, 

oversimplifying, of course, is that you've got to stand and 

fight. What is there, in the philosophical concept 

perhaps, behind what you and Bruce have been doing that 

addresses that question, that cultural question? 

McGRATH: Okay, there's a cultural question that I don't 

have an answer for. It starts with kids. That is, little 

kids, especially shy kids, especially kids like Dan, are 

told that it's wrong to fight. I mean, we get two 

absolutely contradictory messages from the society. "It's 

wrong to fight, you shouldn't start a fight"--you know, at 

church--"It's wicked to fight," and so on. The kid goes 

out into the street, he gets hit, he comes home crying with 

a bloody nose, and he's told, "Why didn't you hit him 

back?" In other words, he's humiliated, once at the scene 

and again when he comes home, and not given the kind of 

support for his position, which is actually a much more 
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socially valuable position than that of the one who wants 

to hit. 

Now we move to another scene and I say, "Look, if you, 

as a man, went out on your front porch and your next-door 

neighbor came over and just punched you for no reason in 

the world, just out of the blue, and you called the cops 

because he kept doing that, we would say, "Well, of course 

you're entitled to do that. The man has no right to come 

over and start beating on you." Okay? But why don't we 

say that to a nine-year-old kid? Why do we make him bear 

the humiliation and responsibility of being able to cope 

with that, whereas it's not a quality that we admire 

really? Well, we admire and don't admire it. Right? We 

admire it from a distance, and yet in the circles that you 

and I travel in, if we go to somebody's house and people 

start punching each other, we think it's outrageous. But 

if you go to a bar, then immediately the environment 

changes. People start punching each other, and it isn't 

outrageous or maybe it's fun. 

I don't have any answers for any of these things to 

say, except that they exist, and that if you say to 

yourself, "It's dumb to accept the cultural assumptions 

that apply in the bar, I can go home--" If you can go home 

without feeling rotten about it, go home. When a pacifist, 

like a Quaker or Amish or something like that, when those 
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kids are hit and they don't hit back, they do not feel a 

loss of honor. Loss of honor would apply to hitting. 

So what we have tried to do, what I've tried to do in 

my work and that Bruce was doing in his work before I even 

came there, would be to tell the children--and this was 

very useful to them, because it was the first time they'd 

ever heard it-- "You can have the brains of a carrot and be 

able to win a fight. It's not an admirable thing; it's 

just a thing they can do. You people have a much better 

attitude, and that is that you don't want to hurt 

people." 

I started out working with women because I recognized 

that women have the same problem as little kids. I've 

already talked about the obverse of that, which is for men 

a shame that they can't fight, which is too bad. Somebody 

ought to be doing something about that. But with women, I 

began to work with them using the assumption that I had 

learned over the years with children, and that is they 

didn't need to know very much, they needed to have a very 

small amount of physical technique. Mainly they had to be 

told, "You're really not that vulnerable. In fact, about 

five times more assaults occur against men than against 

women" and that many incipient assaults could be handled by 

simply saying, "Don't do that to me. I mean, I just won't 

stand for it." Now women who have been brought up, or 
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who've experienced things which makes them feel so 

vulnerable that they can't possibly do that, present 

themselves as easier victims. The men who assault women 

are not brave. They wouldn't be beating on women and 

children if they were brave. They're expressing some sort 

of inappropriate rage, and they can be handled by the woman 

who knows what it is she's saying. Instead of, "Oh, please 

sir, do not hit me because I am a helpless woman," "Don't 

you dare do that to me. Now just take a step back, because 

I won't stand for this." I'm over-simplifying. I'm making 

it much easier. But that, in general, is the approach. 

The other thing is that I've made a political 

connection between this feeling of helplessness of women 

and assault. I get a class of young women, particularly, 

who come in, and they're scared to death because the 

"Hillside Strangler" has just killed his eighth victim. 

Never mind that the newspapers are being outrageous about 

it, that unless you are a young woman hanging around 

Hollywood Boulevard, possibly a hooker-- I think a couple 

of the victims were not, but there was a pattern to this, 

which was fairly, you know, you could define it, a certain 

group and a certain place and so on. And yet, all over Los 

Angeles, women were buying their rape whistles. They were 

worried that they were going to be assaulted. It was 

nonsense. 
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So these women come in to class, and they have this 

uneasy feeling of being vulnerable. I asked them, "What's 

making your life miserable, really, everyday? Is it that 

somebody might hit you or that you aren't getting paid 

enough for your job and you have no child care and that you 

are worried about how you're going to pay the rent and so 

on?" And they answer, most of them, "No contest." So, 

"Well, let's think about that a little bit. What is it 

that's making you feel so rotten, that makes you then feel 

so worthless?" And since women are getting paid half what 

men are and since our worth is judged by what we earn in 

money, and we are worth less, then we're worthless. There 

was an absolutely remarkable response to this of women 

saying, "Gee, I don't really know why I felt so terrible," 

and, "I feel better already." This is just the first or 

second, the second session. In this self-defense class, we 

spent about a third of the time on self-defense techniques 

and the other time talking about why they felt that they 

were so vulnerable artd what other aspects of their lives, 

particularly on the job and their relationships with men 

and so on--

So my greatest successes were not with women who could 

go out and beat up on men, which I thought is a ridiculous 

concept. The whole point of what I was trying to say is 

"We do not want vengeance. We don't want to be able to go 
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out and beat up on men and do all the rotten things that we 

accuse men of doing. You can have justice or vengeance, 

but you can't have both. What we are looking for is a 

relationship with men where they don't feel they can take 

advantage of us in all these various ways and that we won't 

take advantage of them, that we're going to have an equal, 

honorable relationship. Nobody hits anybody or takes 

advantage of anybody." 

Now what I don't like about the whole rape thing is-

I understand that rape is a part of the society's bad 

behavior and so on. But I don't think it should be singled 

out in the way it has been, because what it does is it 

polarizes men and women. When women are told, "All men are 

potential rapists," I'm offended by that. That's a 

stereotype that I find as offensive as, "All women are 

vulnerable." I don't think it's a basis for agreeing on a 

way of living together, a way of behaving to each other, a 

way of mutual respect, when you assign one half-- We are 

assigned, women, one half, are assigned a rotten role of 

being vulnerable, or our alternative is to learn to be a 

mad karate killer, and men are assigned what I think is a 

rotten role of saying, "Who am I? Arn I a potential 

rapist? Is every man a potential rapist?" At the same 

time we're being told men should be more loving and caring 

and taking care of the children and so on, and he's a 
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potential rapist. Then how do these women feel about their 

children, their men children? What possible kinds of funny 

things can be going on in their heads if all men are 

potential rapists and you've got this little thing growing 

up who is a potential rapist? I think it's just terrible. 

BALTER: I assume that these concepts that you've been 

talking about now are things that you and/or Bruce 

developed--

McGRATH: Over the years. 

BALTER: --over the course of years and publishing and so 

on. 

McGRATH: Right. 

BALTER: Forty books is a lot of books. Tell me a little 

bit about the growth of that publishing effort, the kind of 

response you got and the development of the publishing. 

McGRATH: The publishing began by accident too. I told you 

that. We were only going to make books that were going to 

be study aids for the students. But when Bruce and I 

actually began to work together-- It occurred [over] a long 

period of years, you know. First I was doing it just a 

little bit in the evenings and so on and so on. Then 

f inally--I think we did cover the point at which I began to 

work with him--we began to have serious discussions about, 

not only the concepts, because all of his attitudes were so 

good and so helpful to students, but we began to analyze 
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techniques themselves and decided that there were some 

techniques that were absolutely not useful. In no way 

could you say that this group of techniques was useful as 

practical self-defense. We were really the first to make a 

distinction between what was for sport and what was for 

self-defense. 

However, I have to contradict myself immediately and 

say we weren't the first. What we really did was to go 

back to the concepts that were original in judo. Judo was 

developed by a Japanese teacher, Kano, and in the old, old 

books he did make a distinction between techniques for 

sport, that is the throwing and so on, and something else 

that he also called judo, which we would now call jujitsu, 

which were taken from older forms of the martial arts. He 

did not perceive the throwing and falling techniques as 

self-defense. It was just later on people came to think of 

them as that. 

Oh, there's another very important difference in how 

we began to talk about the martial arts. Because in all of 

the martial arts, today and then, the claim was made for 

all of them that with the study of judo, karate, jukado, 

tai chi, whatever, came moral uplift and a general 

spiritual development and everything, all the good things 

in life that you were wanting. You would be able to handle 

all your problems better and it made you wiser and more 
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whatever. Anyway. Well, I thought that was nonsense, and 

I said it was nonsense. Bruce hadn't been talking about 

that, but all the other people around him were. I think 

Bruce recognized that it was nonsense, but it was such 

well-established nonsense that he wasn't contradicting 

it. But here I come in, and I have no loyalty to the 

tradition at all and say, "This is positive nonsense. 

There is no way you can prove to me that practicing judo 

makes you a better person, except that you learn how to 

throw and fall. There are no other benefits from it except 

the same kind of benefits that people get from running or 

bicycling or tennis or all those things. You get a feeling 

of exhilaration, the feeling of exhilaration gives you a 

feeling of well-being, the feeling of well-being makes you 

feel good. Same thing in judo. It doesn't make you 

smarter. It doesn't elevate your social, your ethical

moral level at all. If you look around at the people who 

play judo or karate or jukado, or whatever it is they do, 

they are just exactly like other people who play tennis or 

go surfing or whatever it is." Now the claim is still 

made, and I think that movies are made in which the wisdom 

of kung fu and the spirit of karate-- And I just think it 

is pure bullshit. 

Oh, one of the other funny little things that we 

challenged-- Bruce had challenged it before, but again he 
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was surrounded with judo people. Bruce was the California 

judo champion when he was seventeen. At that time, they 

didn't have amateur and professional. So though he was a 

teacher, they had competition, and at seventeen he was the 

California state champion. Most of the other players that 

he played judo against were Japanese and very much smaller 

than he was. Now here's Bruce, six foot something, a very 

big, broad-boned person, and his opponents-- They're 

supposed to be matched by belt degrees, which is another 

thing we challenged. And Bruce is winning over the 

Japanese, which brings up a very peculiar question to me, 

because all over in the judo world a good little man can 

beat a good big man. And I said, "Nonsense. Can't be. 

There's just no way I can be convinced that a good little 

man can beat a good big man." A good little man who's much 

better can beat a big man, and the bigger they are the 

harder they fall, yes. If you are so skilled as a little 

man, a big man will fall down, make a bigger bang than a 

little man. 

Well, the problem with this was that, in fact, Bruce, 

who was the bigger man, was beating everybody. He was not 

only bigger, but he was better. The reason that nobody had 

noticed what a silly thing this was-- Oh, and there weren't 

weight classes in judo at the time. Nobody was noticing 

how silly this was because there weren't any big men in 
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judo. They were all Japanese. Then Europeans and other 

big men came into judo, and when judo finally was 

introduced into the games as an event in the Olympic Garnes, 

there were weight classes and there were elimination 

matches, because the old-fashioned way of doing it by belt 

degree was also nonsense. 

The myth of the black belt, you know. This black belt 

was supposed to be something just incredibly full of 

resonances of danger and skill and secrets and all of 

that. Well, the black belt really, in some instances, 

meant no more than that the player had trained for a long 

time, learned one throw to perfection, and whenever he got 

into contest, he waited for his chance to use that one 

throw, won a point, and earned his black belt. In other 

instances, it meant that a person knew a lot about the 

martial arts and was very good at it. Because there was no 

standard. There still is no standard. You cannot tell 

what a particular belt means, except in the system in which 

it is awarded, and since there are hundreds of systems of 

belting, there's no way of comparing what a belt means in 

one system or in another. This was finally recognized 

officially in the very high international judo contest by 

having elimination matches. Because a black belt here 

meeting a black belt, they could be terribly unevenly 

matched. And weight classes. 
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So these things were what we were challenging-- I came 

in and said, "How come they' re saying that?" And Bruce 

would say, "Oh, yes, you're right. I am beating all these 

little guys. 11 
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TAPE NUMBER: IX, SIDE TWO 

MARCH 16, 1985 

McGRATH: Let me mention a couple of other heresies. Then 

I'll come back to mentioning the really vicious attacks on 

us. One of the things that I thought was just awful about 

karate was that the--and still is in the traditional way of 

doing karate--the blows in sport karate are directed toward 

the most vulnerable parts of the body, the eyes, the 

throat, the kidneys, the head. Theoretically, in fact, the 

rules say that you have to stop a blow within an inch of 

the intended target, which is just fine if both players are 

extremely skilled and you don't get accidents and so on. 

But if two players are moving in for a point and one of 

them is aiming for the eyes, or if a kick really lands at 

the kidney, there have been deaths in sport karate, and 

there's no need to. Because it takes exactly the same 

amount of skill to make the target area a band around the 

upper body, where if you happen to kick, it could hurt the 

upper arm or the upper back or the upper chest, or if you 

hit with a hand blow it would hurt, but the danger either 

of serious irreversible damage or death is removed. So in 

one of our karate books, we simply have a set of rules that 

say, "This is a modified set of rules that anybody can 

play," and that it's appropriate for physical education 

teachers to incorporate. "This allows physical education 
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teachers to incorporate karate by using these rules." 

Well, that's just another heresy. 

We were doing a book called Solo Forms Of Karate, 

Aikido, and so on [Solo Forms of Karate, Tai Chi, Aikido 

and Kung Fu]. It occurred to me--this is just a mind 

problem that I gave to myself--the correct way of doing 

these routines and exercises are hotly debated by the 

various schools of the various types of the various martial 

arts. This one, the toe has to be pointed in or the toe 

has to be pointed out. It's like the egg controversy in 

Gulliver's Travels, and it's so absurd. Anyway, it 

occurred to me that the various routines of the martial 

arts were made up by people. Right? They weren't given 

down on a stone tablet. In the process of making these up 

there had to be some improvisation and that improvisation 

should be made a part of learning to do these things as 

exercises. So in this book we took pictures of someone 

improvising a routine of exercises. To my knowledge, it's 

the first time it was ever done in a book, and I thought 

that was pretty hot stuff to be that inventive. 

Very shortly afterwards, and I don't remember if it 

was in the book or not, but very shortly afterwards, before 

the book was published, because I have a picture from China 

in that book, I went to China. In the first evening that 

we were in China, our group was taken to a martial arts 
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show, which bored the rest of our group but fascinated me, 

because we saw everything from the most elaborately 

costumed and choreographed routines and forms to 

improvisations. Obviously, this thing that I had just 

invented because I thought it had to be there, it was 

there, including comedy routines. And if you can imagine 

these terribly earnest people who are in the martial arts 

for the most part in the United States. Comedy routines, 

for goodness sake! Anyway, I felt vindicated by that. 

BALTER: The criticisms of yours and Bruce's work and the 

attacks on you that you mentioned--

McGRATH: Were that we were phonies, that we didn't know 

what we were doing because we were telling people things 

like "It doesn't really bring you spiritual uplift." we 

were telling people that they had learned self-defense when 

they had taken short courses, when, "Everyone knows that 

you don't learn self-defense unless you spend years at 

it." We were saying that you didn't have to go into a 

contest in order to learn self-defense, and we were saying 

that you could do all of this for just sheer fun. All of 

these things were heretical. 

BALTER: Where, specifically, to the extent to which you 

recall, who made the criticisms, where did they appear? 

McGRATH: The criticisms were made in various schools, and 

people from other schools would come back and tell us. Or 
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people looking for a school might come and tell us, "Gee, I 

went to so and so and they said that you're phonies." And 

gossip gets around in a community. But, in fact, also 

there were at least two places. One was the old Black Belt 

(Magazine]. I don't know what it is now, I haven't looked 

at it for years. I'm really not interested in that. But 

Black Belt Magazine, which came out, was really a house 

organ for selling. It was a trade journal passing itself 

off just as a magazine of interest in the field. It made a 

practice of having articles about how terrible Bruce Tegner 

was. He didri't know what he was doing and he was a phony 

and a corrupter of the true way and so on. Occasionally, I 

could tell that there · were other people who shared that 

view because we would get a review sometimes that would 

indicate that the person was terribly of fended that we were 

straying from the path of tradition. Then every once and a 

while, we'd get letters, not anymore, but--yes, even 

recently we got a letter--after we said, "Judo is not self

defense," and somebody writes a letter and says, "My 

teacher says you're wrong. Judo is self-defense." So we 

had plenty of evidence. 

Now the interesting thing is that, as the years went 

by, some of the things for which we were criticized rather 

viciously in the beginning, which we learned by gossip or 

by reading in Black Belt, were then taken on by other 
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people to be legitimate, and some of the ideas which I had 

proposed-- I was particularly interested that one of the 

ideas I proposed at least twenty years ago showed up on the 

"Today" show recently in a discussion about a film showing 

a young woman coping and not coping with a threat of 

rape. In one, she argues and pleads with the young man. 

This is not a criminal kind of vicious attack, but it's 

showing that a young man is making this approach, and she's 

demonstrating that she's incapable of coping with it. Then 

there's another film in which she acts in a way that is 

assertive and self-confident, and that takes care of the 

problem. Well, as I say, twenty years ago I was saying 

that when the women who were involved in what they called 

the women's fight-back kind of thing were proposing that 

the only possible response was poke-them-in-the-eyes or 

hit-them-in-the-throat kind of thing. So it's interesting. 

BALTER: Along these lines, just to sort of complete the 

thought here, in your view of looking at things, if you 

start off with the assertive approach, what do you teach 

women about where is the point to give it up? When the gun 

or the knife comes out--? 

McGRATH: Oh, yes, yes, yes. 

BALTER: Is the existence of a weapon--? 

McGRATH: No, the existence of a weapon is a very different 

matter, and we can make a whole article or tape or session 

359 



on this, because we do deal with it. There's not a simple 

answer for it, because, though I would never recommend 

quarreling with somebody with a gun, there are anecdotes of 

women who even cope with that. I wouldn't recommend it, 

because it's just not a prudent thing to do. No, we're 

talking mainly about the overwhelming number of cases in 

which recognition and preparation-- I mean, people don't 

just automatically know the right thing to do. For some 

very simple things you have to be told what is the right 

thing and what is the wrong thing and be given some clues 

about what your behavior ought to be. For most people, 

men, women, children, they haven't been given the clues, 

and that's what I was doing when I was teaching. 

BALTER: Just perhaps a concluding thought on this 

conversation. Obviously your point of view has .been 

accepted to a significant extent, because I understand that 

you have the entry on martial arts, subject ''Martial Arts," 

in The Encyclopedia Americana, and have for the last many 

years, I take it. 

McGRATH: I have for some years. I don't remember, but we 

can refer to the dates of letters from Encyclopedia 

Americana. The entries under martial arts, the overview, 

is signed by Bruce and me. The articles, the separate 

articles, "Jukado," "Kung Fu, 11 "Karate," "Judo," "Jujitsu," 

are probably signed just by Bruce, though we in fact 

collaborated on them. 
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The other place where we have begun to be recognized 

as having an approach that was consistent with modern 

concepts of physical education was among physical education 

teachers. The course I developed for women I taught at San 

Luis Obispo [California Polytechnic State University] in, I 

think 1967 was the first time I taught it, at an in-service 

training for secondary-school physical education 

teachers. I didn't have a degree, except high school, and 

I was teaching a course for which they were getting 

graduate credits, which I thought was kind of fun. I 

taught a course that I had developed appropriate for at the 

high school level, a physical education course. I taught 

it there. Then we had some good reviews by physical 

education professionals, who also recognized that the 

concepts that we were talking about were consistent with 

modern ideas. Then, finally, we had good reviews by 

library professional journal reviewers. So that we have a 

whole area of acceptance which is outside of the kind of 

fad, whatever you want to call it, martial arts thing, 

where the stranger the thing sounds the better they like it 

and the more mysterious it is the better they like it. We 

have just a different kind of following. 

BALTER: I gather that during the sixties and at least the 

first part of the seventies was the period of time that 
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your most intense involvement developing the books and so 

forth took place. 

McGRATH: That's right, and I was hardly active politically 

at all. 

BALTER: We've talked about the way that you got involved 

in this. Up to this time, your whole history for thirty 

years before, almost, had been very much involved in 

politics or in the arts, but with a political bent to it or 

political emphasis, in your relationship with Torn and so 

forth. Were there any particular reasons why you were not 

politically active during this period of time? 

McGRATH: Well, I think too, I think the really important 

thing is that for the first time in my life I was beginning 

to think, "Gee, I better pay some attention to making my 

living in a way that might go on for longer than a little 

bit." We have to go back at this point, because I have to 

tell you about making my living in a kind of odd and not-

Well, we'll go back to that. But I really thought that I 

should be thinking about making my living, and especially 

after it began to appear that, yes, I might be able to make 

a living in publishing books in this field. I wasn't 

totally sure, but I thought I ought to give some attention 

to it. As I began to give attention to it, a lot of 

attention-- It's a lot of work to write that many books and 

also be the publisher, which meant I had to sell, promote, 
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do all those things. Now that was very, very time

consuming and probably more time-consuming, income

producing work than I had really ever done in my life 

before. The other thing is that I think the period of the 

student movement and all of that, there didn't seem to be a 

place for me. I profoundly objected to "Don't trust anyone 

over thirty." Immediately, "That's not it, I don't like 

that kind of slogan." It was a cbmbination. I would say 

most important was that I was busy for the first time 

trying to set up something where I could have a means of 

making a living, and incidentally, I think, was the fact 

that I don't think that was the time for me to be 

comfortable in the political climate of activism. 

Before I began to work with Bruce, I had made my 

living in so many different ways that if you looked at the 

list of the ways I had made my living, it would make me 

sound unemployable because I didn't last at anything for 

very long and the things I did were so different. I didn't 

have something that I would say, "This is what I make my 

living at" or "This is my skill." The thing that I did 

best of all it would be hard to get a job at, since it was 

free-lance organizing of things. I had got my reputation 

during Sleepy Lagoon, but following that there were a 

number of things which I did where the only requirement was 

"We need somebody to organize a • . . " "We need somebody 
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to organize a poetry reading at the Unitarian church." "We 

need somebody to organize a banquet." "We need somebody to 

organize a meeting." "We need somebody to organize ••• " 

So I sort of drifted from one thing to another, and then 

that would be over. I worked at the reweaving, which I've 

told you about; I worked on The Savage Eye, which I've told 

you about; I've worked as a doctor's office receptionist. 

But it was as an organizer, really, that I learned the 

skills and how to work, which later on came in very handy 

in operating a business. Many of the same principles 

apply. 

But in the process of the organizing, that was when I 

met Dr. [William Edward Burghardt] Du Bois; I organized his 

eighty-third birthday banquet in Los Angeles, and we became 

friends. 

BALTER: What year would that have been? 

McGRATH: Someplace in the fifties. You have to figure out 

when he was born and then figure out when he was eighty

three. [1953] But I was a very good organizer. I was hot 

stuff, I want to tell you that. 

BALTER: Okay, I believe it. [laughter] I think I cut you 

off. You started to say that you developed out of that an 

ongoing relationship with Du Bois? 

McGRATH: With Du Bois, yes. 

BALTER: Tell me a little bit about that and about him. 
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McGRATH: Well, at eighty-three a most extraordinary 

physical bearing and an incredible clarity of thought and 

vision. He teased me because he could see the street signs 

better than I could, and I was forty some and he's eighty

three. The only sign of age I would really say, the only 

thing that I noticed about him that would say he's an old 

man, was a very quavery handwriting. 

I have a picture of him in which, uncharacteristically, 

he signs the photo to me. Usually he would only sign his 

name-- Very, very arrogant old man. He said once, "I gave 

up bores when I was forty." He addressed a meeting of 

lawyers, and I was there. His wife was there, Shirley 

Graham was there too. She and I became friends. But 

sometimes I saw him alone when he came to Los Angeles. He 

didn't always travel with her. But Shirley Graham and Du 

Bois and I were at a meeting of lawyers which he addressed, 

and a young lawyer came over and handed him a book and 

said, "My name is--" Du Bois said, "You'll write your own 

name in it. I'm writing my name." 

He was a strong speaker and he was very handsome. 

Altogether, a remarkably impressive eighty-three-year-old 

man. I'm extremely grateful to him for one particular 

thing. I always found his conversation and his company 

interesting. I didn't see him that often or that much, but 

I did see him from time to time until he left. 
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I remember what made us friends. I was put in charge 

of the banquet, and he was staying at the Biltmore Hotel. 

I think he must have been one of the few people, this is in 

the fifties, who stayed at the Biltmore Hotel. I don't 

know when the hotels began-- There wasn't general 

desegregation, but Du Bois stayed at the Biltmore Hotel. I 

picked him up. Oh, I called him and asked him if he would 

like to take a ride. Los Angeles was still pleasant to 

drive around in, there wasn't any smog. I had a Ford 

convertible. He said, "Why I most certainly would." I 

picked him up and took him for a drive around the Los Feliz 

district, and he said to me, "Do you know, I go many places 

for speaking engagements and so on, and no one thinks of 

asking me if I would like a little quiet recreation like 

this." So I took him for a drive every day that he was 

here, which was a great privilege for me. 

The other thing I did was-- In those days, as still in 

these days, a banquet in honor of somebody or a banquet 

fundraiser, so on, there are too many speeches and they're 

always too long and everybody has to be represented. It 

was no different for his eighty-third birthday. There had 

to be blacks and Mexicans and women and labor and God knows 

what else, youth. Everybody had to be able to say 

something. I was very rough with these people, saying, 

"You have the privilege of appearing with Dr. Du Bois, and 
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that privilege is limited to three minutes. I will kick 

you in the ankle if you exceed your time, because Dr. Du 

Bois had said to me, 'I don't want to go on at eleven 

o'clock. Not at a banquet at which I am supposed to be the 

feature.'" Apparently he'd had plenty of experience with 

the other. So things went very well and he was very 

pleased about that. 

The other thing is a story that made him laugh and 

laugh and laugh. I wanted his banquet to be very 

special. I wanted it to be very special in a number of 

ways. One is I had Saul Bass design the invitation. Do 

you know who Saul Bass is? 

BALTER: I don't, no. 

McGRATH: I saw him on television the other day. Saul Bass 

is the designer of the logos for all of the big 

corporations in the world. He is one of the top 

designers. Saul Bass designed the invitation, and I got 

flack about that because they thought it was too elitist. 

It was very fancy looking, and I thought it was just swell 

to have something fancy looking, kind of aesthetically 

different from the usual. 

Then came the matter of the menu. I had hoped that we 

were going to have something different from the rented peas 

and the old chicken. When I went to talk to the woman 

about it, I found out why we eat that kind of stuff and why 

we always have chicken. Do you want to know why? 
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BALTER: Why not? 

McGRATH: Why not, okay. The reason why we always have 

chicken is that many people won't eat pork. I mean, Jews 

are not-- A lot of people don't like pork. A lot of people 

don't like fish. Beef is okay, except that it is more 

expensive and there are people who will complain that it's 

either too rare or too well done. So it is more difficult 

to serve, as well as being more expensive, and a lot of 

people don't like lamb. So, although everybody complains 

about the chicken, everybody eats chicken. I said, "Okay, 

now I understand why it is that unless it's a really, 

really fancy thing where you have ten cooks and money is no 

object, we eat chicken." 

Then we went through the vegetables. I think things 

have changed today. You don't get just the rented peas, 

you're liable to get a little broccoli or something like 

that. But eating habits have changed. This woman said to 

me, "I'll give you any vegetable you want. But there are 

people who don't eat broccoli, there are people who don't 

eat brussels sprouts, there are people who don't eat this, 

there are people who don't eat that. They will complain 

about the peas and carrots, and they will eat them." So I 

said, "Oh, now I understand why we have that." I think I 

finally got something a little bit different for the 
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appetizer and something a little bit different for the 

dessert, and we had the chicken. 

But when I presented the menu to the committee-- I 

have no idea who the committee was, I just have total blank 

about it. All I remember is I said, "We're going to have 

chicken." 

They said, "You can't." 

I said, "We have to." 

And they said, "You can't serve chicken to Dr. Du 

Bai s." 

I said, "Why not?" And somebody said, "Well, because 

there's this thing about blacks, Negroes, always eating 

chicken. Are you also going to have watermelon with it?" 

I said, "Oh, for Christ's sake, that is preposterous. " 

We finally did have to have the chicken. I told Dr. 

Du Bois this story, and he laughed so hard. He thought it 

was just one of the funniest things that he'd heard. 

But my strong, loving memory of him is picking him up 

one day for one of these rides and something horrible had 

happened. Something horrible has happened every day since 

then, practically. But it was something in the black 

neighborhood where somebody had been mistreated in some way 

or another, and I was angry, I was angry. We came in and 

I'm saying, "I am just so outraged! I am so upset!" And 

Dr. Du Bois said, "Slowly, slowly, my dear. This is a long 
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struggle, and you will not go the distance if you waste 

your energy this way." I thought, "Gee, if Dr. Du Bois can 

be calm about this and take the long view"--of course, from 

eighty-three, the view is longer--"but I guess maybe I had 

better try to learn to do that." 

Now that, combined with Carey McWilliams's 

instruction, although he never said this--I've told you 

this before--"What is the issue?" Those two things I try 

to keep in mind. "It's a long struggle and you don't go 

the distance unless you can keep your perspective" and 

"What is the issue?" have been, I think, the two most 

helpful things, guideposts. I'm still a slow learner, I'm 

still learning. I still have to remind myself of these 

things. But they're extremely valuable. 

BALTER: Alice, now in the midst of all this that we've 

been talking about, I know that you and Bruce moved up to 

Ventura in the sixties, as I understand it. You can give 

me the exact date. After all the years he spent in Los 

Angeles, I wonder if you could tell me what prompted your 

move to Ventura and a little bit about that. 

McGRATH: I know that I mentioned earlier that I sort of 

drifted into a full-time partnership with Bruce. Now we 

were working together. I was helping him run the Bruce 

Tegner School: judo, karate, self-defense, which is very, 

very demanding of time. A school like that requires seven-
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days-a-week attention, practically, and if the teacher 

leaves for a day or so, you almost have to start the 

business over again, because everything really does depend 

on the relationship of the teacher with the students. We 

were making a good living doing that, and we were working 

on the books. Finally, in 1962-- Well, we hadn't started 

making a good living at the books. I should correct that 

and say we were making a very good living at the school and 

we were starting to think of doing more books. 

We took our first trip to Europe, it was my first trip 

to Europe, and the school burned down while we were in 

Europe. It wasn't a great trip. I got sick and spent 

three days of the two weeks in bed in a hotel in 

Copenhagen. Then by the time I was ready to feel okay, we 

got word that the school burned down. Bruce came back, I 

went to London for a couple days of business about the 

books. When Bruce came back, the building that we were in 

was so badly ruined that there was no thought of being able 

to start the school up again. [tape recorder off] 

There wasn't any possibility of starting the school 

again in the old building, so Bruce had to act very 

quickly. He signed a five-year lease for a location a 

couple of blocks away. It was the shortest lease he could 

get. It made us talk about a five-year plan. We were 

thinking that Los Angeles was getting too smoggy. Bruce 
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had been working since he was ten years old; his parents 

had put him to work teaching children's classes when he was 

age ten. He was about ready to give up the idea of 

operating a school. 

We thought we were going to go live in Carmel in five 

years, and we did make the plans. We put money down on a 

lot in Carmel highlands, and we began to save money and 

think about going up to Carmel. In the meantime, we came 

to Ventura-- [tape recorder off] We'd planned to go to 

Carmel, and we'd even bought property there. We moved to 

Ventura, thinking we were going to make the move and stay 

just-- By the time we got to Ventura, we realized that it 

was going to be very difficult and impractical and ill

considered to move to Carmel. For one thing, my father was 

still alive and living in Los Angeles, my sister was in Los 

Angeles, and our printer was in Los Angeles. We felt that 

we had to adjust our plans, and we decided we liked 

Ventura. We had absolutely no intention of coming to 

Ventura until we'd been living here a little while, and 

then decided that it was a very nice place to live. So 

when the five years were up, we moved to Ventura and we 

lived down near the beach. After we'd lived here a couple 

of years and decided that, yes, this really was where we 

could work and live and that it was probably, if you can 

call anything permanent, at least a long-term move. In 
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1971, we moved up here on top of the hill with this 

beautiful view and have been living and working here 

operating our cottage industry out of the house on the hill 

on Artemisia Street. 

BALTER: We've covered a lot of time, actually fairly 

quickly, in talking about your involvement with the self

defense work and so on. I want to move ahead at this point 

to your involvement in the making of the play, and later 

the film, Zoot Suit. Because certainly--I'll give a little 

brief introduction to this rnyself--certainly the making of 

the play resurrected a piece of Los Angeles history that I 

think it is fair to say had really been sort of buried and 

forgotten for decades, and had such a big impact on the 

Latino community, as well as on the community of Los 

Angeles as a whole, in recapturing that piece of history 

that I think historically it would be very helpful to have 

a lot of detail about how that all came to pass and how 

that all came to be rediscovered through Zoot Suit. 

McGRATH: Also, in terms of my life, in addition to the 

political, social, historical things you're talking about, 

had it not been for Zoot Suit the play and the film, I 

don't think I'd be sitting here telling you the story of my 

life. Because it revived an interest in me and my role in 

that. 

BALTER: You were rediscovered also. 
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McGRATH: I was rediscovered. 

BALTER: To my great pleasure, yes. 

McGRATH: At the conclusion of the case, I found myself 

with some boxes of material about the case, none of which 

had been gathered in an orderly fashion or with any thought 

to preserving the record. I must say I regret, not that 

regret does anything, but I just regret enormously that I 

didn't understand the importance of maintaining records. I 

don't mean just things like financial records and the 

ordinary thing, but I really didn't understand the 

importance of maintaining a historical record. I didn't 

understand not only the importance, I didn't understand how 

to do it. I didn't have any background for really being 

orderly about collecting things. But just by great good 

luck, I had accumulated certain things that I didn't feel 

like throwing away, things like letters from the defendants 

and copies of the newsletter I sent to them and 

pamphlets. Then I had a set of the appellate brief and the 

second district court of appeal decision and some 

miscellaneous materials and brought them home with me when 

we closed up the office. I came awfully close, perilously 

close, to just throwing away stuff like that because I 

didn't have any use for it and I didn't realize that other 

people did. 

Probably it was Carey Mcwilliams who suggested that I 
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call UCLA [University of California, Los Angeles]. Robert 

Vosper [University Librarian, 1961-73] came to my house and 

was delighted with what I had managed to save and was kind 

enough not to rebuke me for what I might not have saved. 

So there was material there at UCLA in the [UCLA Library, 

Department of] Special Collections. But though I was the 

donor of the material, and it was listed I was the donor of 

the material, I didn't really appear in the material in a 

way that people might have identified me as a leading actor 

in the events. 

But from time to time, people would call me to say 

they were doing a master's or a thesis or something and 

asked to come and talk to me, or they wanted to write a 

novel or they wanted to do this or that. I would talk to 

them, try to give them more background, and nothing seemed 

ever to come of this. I finally decided, without realizing 

what the real problem was-- The real problem was, I now 

realize, is that the material over there is fragmentary. I 

think this record is going to help clear up some of the 

problems about the case and about the events and so on. 

But people couldn't really make a whole thing out of those 

fragments: they needed some connecting tissue. 

So though I had been approached from time to time to 

talk about the case, I was never satisfied that anything 

much had come of , it. There may be some master's theses 
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around the country that I didn't know about that have 

resulted, but other than that, I wouldn't even guess that 

anything had happened. Had it not been for a coincidence, 

or the fact that my current Spanish teacher at the time 

that Luis Valdez first approached me, Ren~ Rodriguez, was, 

in our Spanish class asking us to perform the little actos 

that Luis had written for the farm workers union-- I knew 

Luis Valdez's name and knew that Ren~ Rodriguez admired 

him, but that's about all I .knew. 

BALTER: Just for continuity, Ren~ Rodriguez was teaching 

Spanish at--

McGRATH: Ventura College. I had a phone call from the 

Mark Taper Forum asking if they could come up with Luis 

Valdez and talk to me about the Sleepy Lagoon case. They 

had been referred to me by Carey McWilliams. Had it not 

been for the little actos, I don't know whether I would 

have said yes or no. I'd already given up on the idea that 

anybody was going to really make anything out of the 

thing. But because of Ren~, I said, "Oh, all right." 

"Well, we won't stay very long," they said. I said, "All 

right, you can come up." Then I called Ren~ and said, 

"Luis Valdez is coming over, so I thought you'd like to 

meet him," and Ren~ came over. 

Luis came with an entourage of Phil Esparza, Ken--I'll 

think of his last name in a minute [Kenneth s. Brecher]. 
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When I met Luis , it wa s love at first sight . I think it 

was mutually love at first sight . We began to talk, and he 

stayed a lot longer than a half hour . I didn ' t want him to 

leave. I recognized when I saw and talked to Luis that 

here was someone who, if anybody could make anything out of 

this, it was going to be Luis Valdez . 
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McGRATH: Just to overlap, after I'd talked to Luis for a 

few minutes, I realized that if anybody was ever going to 

do anything with Sleepy Lagoon, it was going to be Luis 

Valdez. He had the attitude, he had the humor, he had the 

understanding, he had read six thousand pages of the 

transcript, he had the sound in his head. He seemed to 

have absolutely every qualification, and I just adored 

him. I adored his lovely, wonderful laugh and his 

incredible, big presence. For a short person, he had a 

very tall presence. Well, I just fell in love with him, 

clearly. When we finished on that day, Luis said, "Well, 

until now I've had all the facts, but I haven 1 t had any 

people. Now I have the people, and I'm ready to write a 

play o II 

The reason it had taken him so long to get to me is 

partly because of the way he got interested in doing the 

play. He found that red pamphlet called The Sleepy Lagoon 

Mystery by Guy Endore, in which I'm not mentioned. The 

story behind that is that I didn't like the pamphlet. That 

pamphlet was enormously useful to us, just incredibly 

useful. We sold thousands of copies of it. But when Guy 

was writing it, I felt that he was trying to make of the 

defendants heroes, and they really weren't heroes. They 
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were victims of circumstance. The issue was not their 

character, whether they were good boys or bad boys or some 

were good or some were bad, whatever. The issue was the 

trial, not their personalities or even their background. I 

thought that his putting little halos around them was 

likely in the long run not to do us any good. So we had a 

disagreement about that. Eventually he wrote what he 

wanted to, partly because he was Guy Endore. We respected 

his right to do it. Certainly Carey Mcwilliams would not 

have interfered with what he was writing, and the decision 

that was made, I think by the whole committee, was that Guy 

Endore doing this for us was an extremely useful and 

valuable thing and he had to be writing it the way he 

wanted to. 

But there was one aspect of it which I asked him to 

change by simply deleting me from it. Because he had in 

the original, or in notes, I don't know if it was in 

original manuscript, but in discussing it with me, I did 

not like the characterization of Alice Greenfield being 

like an angel of ,mercy. I thought that was sentimental and 

did not represent my interest in this case, that is, why I 

was interested in the case. So I said, "My involvement is 

not important at all. What's important is the trial," and 

so on and so on and so on. "So why don't you just not 

mention me, and that will solve the problem." He appeared 
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very glad not to mention me after I had been snotty or 

perhaps abrasive, I don't know. 

about it. 

I'm sure I wasn't adorable 

Anyway, as a result of that, not being mentioned in 

The Sleepy Lagoon Mystery, when Luis read about it, he 

heard about Carey Mcwilliams and he read about Ben Margolis 

and other people, but there was no mention of an Alice. He 

had already been researching for over a year and had read 

the six thousand pages and talked to Ben, had talked to 

George [Shibley], and was talking to Carey, when he finally 

asked the question-- You know, I'm sure that neither George 

nor Ben didn't mention me on purpose, but it didn't come 

up. They were answering questions that Luis was asking 

them. When Luis asked the question of Carey, "How well did 

you know the defendants?" Carey said, "Well, really not at 

all." Carey never visited them. He said, "Who knew 

them?" And Carey sent him to see me, and that's how he 

came to see me. He had never heard of me before. I guess 

he hadn't really noticed, even though he had seen the 

sleepy lagoon news, the newsletter I wrote. 

connect to anybody that--

BALTER: The Appeal News. 

It didn't 

McGRATH: The Appeal News, thank you. So he said, "Now I 

feel as though I have people." We talked about what he 

thought were incidents, anecdotes, personalities, 

380 



descriptions and so on about the defendants that would help 

him write the play. I admired Luis's talent so much, I do 

admire it, because from the little I had told him and what 

he had read in the transcript, he was able to reconstruct 

from the language they used and things I had told him and 

then pictures-- He'd never seen some of the pictures that I 

had showed him, because there were rather poor 

reproductions in the collection. But Luis was able to 

construct characters that were so breathtakingly like the 

kinds of characters-- Most of them were composite, 

including Henry. They were composites, but they were so 

breathtakingly like those people that I was just bowled 

over by it. It was as though he could take a line of 

dialogue, dialogue, that is, testimony, add it to a line of 

description, and from that little bit of information 

construct a whole character that was so good, so true. I'm 

amazed at him in the same way that I'm amazed at someone 

who can take a thigh bone and construct an entire animal 

because they know what goes if the thigh bone is this big, 

then the other things have to be so on and so on. Luis 

knew that if a person talked in such and such a manner and 

looked so and so, there were other characteristics that 

were likely to go with that. He created these marvelous 

characters that I thought were so perfect. 

BALTER: Did he meet any of the defendants? 
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McGRATH: Later on. 

BALTER: But not while he was preparing the play? 

McGRATH: He did not meet them while he was preparing the 

play. The first thing we did after our meeting here was to 

go to UCLA, get the collection out, and go over all of the 

Appeal News and the letters and he made further notes. we 

did that a couple of times. Then he went back up to San 

Juan Bautista and began to write his play. 

There were a number of versions of the play. [tape 

recorder off] There were a number of versions written. In 

the earliest versions of the play, in manuscript and the 

first version that had the short run at Mark Taper, in the 

Theatre for Now, the ten-day run, Alice was a much larger 

character than she became subsequently. I think it became 

a better play as it changed, but of course I was very 

pleased in the first versions to be so depicted. 

Anyway, Luis went back to San Juan Bautista to start 

writing the play. Then I think it was almost a year before 

he finished. I know it was a longer time because the 

people at Mark Taper were beginning to get nervous and 

worried and had thought they would have the play ready for 

rehearsal and so on. Then I saw several of the first 

versions, but didn't do any more than just read them. 

The next important thing that happens in our narrative 

is that casting begins. The play is finished, accepted, 
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casting begins, and they begin to rehearse. I did not go 

down to Los Angeles. I was not asked, and it wouldn't have 

occurred to me anyway, to go down during casting and the 

earlier part, and probably would have been intrusive. But 

after they had been rehearsing for, I think, oh, maybe ten 

days or so, I asked, or Luis asked, I don't know which, if 

I wanted to come down to rehearsal. I went down there and 

saw the actors and saw them begin to rehearse bits of the 

play. I was so moved by it. It was so affecting to see 

coming out in a dramatic way the concepts that Luis had 

talked about and to begin to see it take shape. I was 

particularly moved by Eddie Olmos [Edward James Olmos], who 

was altogether engrossed in the character and in the 

concepts, in everything. The cast was, and I don't know 

what word to use, they were wide-eyed at the appearance of 

somebody from the original cast. 

BALTER: In that original production, you were played by 

Karen somebody, as I remember. Right? Who was the actress 

who played you? [tape recorder off] 

McGRATH: No, Karen Hensel played it in the second 

version. The actress who played Alice in the first version 

was [Sheila Larken]-- [tape recorder off] So it was 

marvelous to watch Luis working with these people, helping 

them to create the characters in a way that was-- Luis has 
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always said and emphasized that the play is a construct, it 

is fact and fiction. But in the play, he blended the parts 

so marvelously that I couldn't see the seams. Sometimes I 

was wondering how he was able to put the documentary stuff 

and blend it with the invented material so that it was, you 

know, it was just incredible. 

BALTER: Let me ask a couple of questions at this point. 

First of all, during the process of the writing of the play 

and in your discussions when Luis came to see you, when you 

went to UCLA and all this, did you ever talk about the 

question, or was there a question, as to whether a modern

day audience would find this important, whether they would 

relate to, whether they be Latino or Anglo or whatever, 

what the feeling was on Luis's part, on your part, and so 

forth at that time, as to what the reception might be? 

There was an episode very famous at the time, not really 

known by very many people now or remembered by very many 

people now. Was there any sort of discussion or thought 

about that, what it was about it that was going to make it 

grab people now? 

McGRATH: No, none. For my part, it didn't occur to me to 

think about it as anything except a play that was going to 

be performed in the new playwrights or Theater for Now 

series, which would have, what, fourteen performances. If 

it had fourteen performances and it was fine, that was 
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marvelous. For me there wasn't any thought of what might 

happen if an audience happened to take to it. I'm sure 

there was in Luis's mind, but we didn't discuss that ~ 

BALTER: Another question is in the mythical character of 

el Pachuco, which was played by Olmos. Did that character 

appear from the very beginning in the first versions of the 

play? Do you remember? 

McGRATH: He appeared, but he wasn't as important, he 

wasn't central to the play. He was important to the play, 

but he was not-- Yes, of course he was in there from the 

very beginning. 

BALTER: He was. 

McGRATH: He was in there from the very beginning, but he 

didn't set the tone for it as he did later. That's why I 

think the play became stronger. The very first version 

opened with Alice in the office and Alice saying, "We've 

won! We've won! We've won!" That's a celebration of the 

event that is quite different from that powerful scene in 

which el Pachuco cuts the paper, the scenery, and steps 

through in all his glory. That just takes the top of my 

head off when I think of the first time I saw that. So it 

changed. El Pachuco took charge of that play after a 

while. 

BALTER: Okay. To go on then with the narrative. 

McGRATH: So I became a Zoot Suit junkie. In spite of the 
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fact that I always say I loathed driving to Los Angeles and 

I don't like driving at night, I found myself rushing back 

and forth. I couldn't keep away from this wonderful event 

that was happening. 

Then one of the defendants called me. It had been a 

while since I had heard from any of them. Manuel Delgado 

was the one who kept in touch with me from time to time 

regularly through the years. But I hadn't heard from him 

for a couple of years, and ~ hadn't heard from any of the 

others for a long time. Chepe called me to say he'd heard 

that there was going to be a play, and I asked him if he 

wanted to meet me and go to a rehearsal. He said, yes, he 

did. He had made several other promises to come and see 

me. He would call me up and say, "I'm on my way up." He'd 

say, "I'm on my way up," and I would wait, and he wouldn't 

appear. When I asked him if he wanted to meet me and see a 

rehearsal, I wasn't even sure he would show up. I didn't 

tell Luis that one of the real de~endants was going to show 

up. But I said I was coming down and I hoped to have a 

nice surprise for him. 

I went down to-- It was morning. I went down to the 

pavilion, which in the morning is very bare, very deserted, 

it's very strange looking. It needs the evening and the 

lights, or at least people around, to give it the feeling 

of being a place where a performance is held. Otherwise, 
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it's very strange, very big, very empty looking. He came 

up one set of stairs and I came up another, and I had a 

terribly comic vision of the movies in which the lovers see 

each other across the field and start to run and then the 

thing goes down into slow motion, where they run and run 

and run, which, it's been parodied and so on. But there 

was Chepe, way over on the other side, and here I was at 

this side. I saw that it was Chepe and he saw that it was 

me, and we started to run together. It made me laugh as it 

was happening. So there was Chepe after many, many years, 

Chepe who used to call me "Grandma" and Chepe who was a 

different generation than I was because he was the youngest 

of the group. And here's Chepe, and he has now moved into 

my generation, except that he hasn't worn as well as I 

have, very ill looking and ravaged by dope addiction, 

alcoholism, prison, all those wonderful things that had 

happened to him in those years. But with something still 

left of Chepe, the smart aleck, the wisecracker, the 

clown. Chepe is one of the people from whom Luis 

constructed the character of Joey, who smart talks and so 

on. 

There was Chepe, and I took him in. We went across 

the street, and we walked in. Of course nobody recognized 

him, because they hadn't seen him. They were rehearsing a 

scene. I waited till they stopped, and then I introduced 
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him. There was an absolute quiet, there was absolute quiet 

while people had to take some seconds to accommodate. They 

were marvelous when they met me, but they were stunned when 

they met Chepe. And he was enchanted with them, they were 

enchanted with him. 

He gave Eddie some of the little bits of business that 

he incorporated into his character. There's a way that 

Eddie took off his hat and ran his hand around the edge of 

the brim, I don't know if you remembered, such a small 

gesture. It was so beautiful. He got that from Chepe. 

And there was a way that Chepe imitated himself as a young 

pachuco, a young zoot-suiter. He could do it. Eddie had 

it so close, and Chepe gave him a little bit more. I think 

that that meeting was critical in that Eddie was so bright 

about picking up all this stuff. Got to meet the 

quintessential zoot-suiter, you know, and that was just 

incredible. 

During the rehearsals, I don't think any of the others 

showed up, but the rehearsals didn't go on for that long 

for the first short one. I had, I think, a very warm, 

good, friendly relationship with all of the people involved 

in the cast and with Luis and with Ken and with Gordon 

Davidson until just before opening, r · think a day or so 

before opening. 
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BALTER: Alice, when we left off last time, you had just 

begun to talk about some events that happened right before 

the Zoot Suit performance opened up. Why don't we pick up 

with there. 

McGRATH: I think we had just been talking about what a 

wonderful time I had with Luis, with the cast. I don't 

think I mentioned to you that I brought Carey Mcwilliams to 

one of the rehearsals. He just loved it, he had such a 

good time. He was very, very ill then, but he enjoyed it 

so much. I just felt that that was one of the great things 

that I had done for him while he was here. We have also, I 

think, talked about the fact that the characters were 

composites. There was no character, including Henry, who 

was in fact totally real. The character who comes closest 

to being real is Alice, because Luis used real documents, 

the letters that were read in the play, a little bit in the 

film, but not as much as in the play and not as much as in 

the first version of the play, where about a half a dozen 

letters were read, which were letters I had received from 

the defendants. Lines that the guys had said to me were in 

the play, things that I had told Luis. So that Alice was 

the closest. The only other person, I think, who's quoted 

in the sense that he's saying things that he really said 
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was also a composite, and that was the character of George, 

who was in fact a composite of George Shibley and Ben Van 

Tress. In reading the record and comparing the courtroom 

scene, you can find the places where the judge is talking 

in fact to Ben Van Tress or Ben Van Tress says something 

and the places in which the judge is saying something to 

George or George is saying something. It's all very easy 

to find in the transcript of the case. 

BALTER: These would be scenes where the attorney is making 

an objection. 

McGRATH: Right. Exactly. 

BALTER: The judge, notice, is called Judge Charles, rather 

than Charles Fricke. [pronounces "Frick" with a silent e] 

McGRATH: Fricke [pronounces it with a long e] was the way 

to pronounce-- In the transcript of the trial, one can find 

how much of George is actually taken from the record from 

what George said and what is taken from the record from 

what Ben Van Tress said. Ben Van Tress had died by the 

time the film was made, so he wasn't even around to know 

about it. 

So there was the problem about giving people names 

that were similar to the names of the real people, and 

there was a concern on the part of the Mark Taper Forum 

people that they had to be careful not to venture into 

territory where they might be using material that would 
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have required a release. They were exceptionally 

conservative about it. For instance, I'm sure you know 

this, but dead people have no rights. So they could have 

called the character Henry Leyvas had they wanted to, had 

Luis wanted to, and they would have been all right. I 

mean, maybe nuisance would have been a consequence, but 

legally dead people have no rights. 

Just before the play opened, I think the day before or 

two days before, not any cl~ser than that-- It must have 

been two days before, because of what I'm now going to tell 

you. About two days before, I was called to the office of 

the Mark Taper Forum production people and asked to sign a 

release. It's a standard formal release: "You can do 

anything with my life. I don't have any recourse, and I 

hereby grant you everything." I said, "No, I can't sign 

this." Because I didn't do this for the Mark Taper 

Forum. I was madly in love with Luis Valdez, and I was 

doing it for the playwright, for this person that I cared 

about a lot. It wasn't even a question of money, because 

would have hoped that Luis would make a lot of money on 

it~ This was not my concern. 

I 

so the Mark Taper production people, who had been 

extremely friendly to me up to this point, suddenly turned 

very angry and said, "The play can't go on. This character 

is too much like you." 
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I said, "But clearly Luis couldn't have this material 

unless he'd got this from me, 11 etcetera, etcetera. I was 

trying to say, "You don't need a release, just go ahead. 

I'm promising you that I'm in favor." 

"No, no. You are going to ruin the play. The 

production cannot proceed unless you sign this release." 

I'm not really awfully, awfully fast on my feet. The 

quick comeback is if I can go home and think about it for a 

while and then come back a few hours later. That's my idea 

of a quick comeback. I said, "Well, I have to take this 

home and think about it." 

I got home and I began to think about it and I decided 

that I wouldn't sign a release to the Mark Taper Forum and 

that I would sign a release to Luis instead. That was my 

idea, not their-- They kept insisting I had to sign a 

release to Mark Taper Forum. 

I went back the next day with my release typed out the 

way I wanted it. It started "Orale, 11 which is Calo for 

"Hey there," "How are you?" or "Good-bye" or whatever. 

It's one of these all-purpose-- "Orale, man." It started 

out "Orale"--I can give you a copy of it--and I said, "I 

hereby grant and give and dispose of--" All that. I was 

being funny. I gave Luis, without any money consideration, 

the right to use the character in any way that he wanted 

and with full trust in his judgment and so on. So the Mark 
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Taper people had to realize that that was okay and that 

they had been awfully nasty to me the day before. 

Then I wrote a letter to Ken Brecher, who had been 

really quite mean to me on that day, and I told him-- Ken 

has a Ph.D. in anthropology--I don't know if you know that-

and he's done lots of exotic things. The most exotic was 

being parachuted down to some remote African tribe and 

spending two years with them there. As a result of his 

experiences with those people, a very successful play 

called Savages was first put on in England and then here, 

and it interested Ken in the theater. I've forgotten the 

exact involvement that Ken had, but it was his experiences 

that lead to that play. Whether he had something to do 

with the writing of it, I don't know, but certainly with 

the production. Anyway, I wrote a letter to Ken, saying, 

"Ken, you're an anthropologist. You know enough about 

backward people to realize that they're not going to give 

their lives to an abstraction called the Mark Taper Forum 

production thing. I mean, I only deal with in-fact people, 

and that's why I have to give this release to Luis instead 

of the abstraction." He came around and he was 

sufficiently amused at this thing that we became friends, 

for which I was glad, because I liked all those people and 

enjoyed working with them. 
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So that leads me to another comment that has to deal 

with the reality of the characters and how they were 

portrayed. One of the problems in the first version of the 

play-- The judge, who's based on an actual judge whose name 

is Judge Fricke, based on him, the words are taken verbatim 

out of the record. Luis didn't invent anything for this 

judge. He did not invent anything. Yet there was a 

feeling on the part of some people who viewed it that he 

had made a caricature of a mean, racist judge. But, if 

anything, he was good to him. Fricke was a lot worse, 

reading the record, than he appeared. But I think Luis 

recognized that for dramatic purposes there may have been 

too much there for people to accept as reality, unless you 

had read either the transcript of the trial or even the 

finding of the second court of appeal which overturned the 

verdict. In the second court of appeal, they quoted the 

things that Fricke said that were outrageous and 

unacceptable and unethical and, you know, bad. So Fricke 

was treated very kindly, if anything. 

BALTER: These comments that you're describing, people who 

thought that the judge was a caricature, where do those 

comments come from? 

McGRATH: From the transcript, from the trial transcript. 

BALTER: No, I'm sorry, what I--

McGRATH: Oh, the comments? Okay. 

BALTER: Yes, who made those? 
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McGRATH: [See page 394, lines 6-8: "Yet there was a 

feeling on the part of some people who viewed it that he 

had made a caricature of a mean, racist judge."] The judge 

responded to George Shibley and Ben van Tress whenever Ben 

or George appeared to be making a fight for their clients' 

rights and appeared to be laying the basis, which is what 

they were doing, for an appeal. So you can't have an 

appeal without laying the groundwork, and a poor attorney 

might struggle for his client as hard as possible, but if 

he doesn't know how to lay the groundwork for an appeal, 

there's no grounds for appeal. So both George and Ben were 

constantly making objections and pointing out errors in the 

judge's behavior and error in the prosecutor's behavior. 

It was to these objections, perfectly legitimate and in 

fact required of a good lawyer, it was to these objections 

and these comments that Judge Fricke made rude and 

inappropriate responses, accused them of being asleep, of 

not knowing the law, of being frivolous, and so on. All 

this is very well represented by Luis. 

BALTER: I know that some of the defendants came to see the 

play later, or word got out that the play was-- To your 

best recollection, at the time that the play opened, which 

of the defendants at that point knew that the play was 

opening, knew that the play was in production? 
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McGRATH: See, when the play opened, the only defendant 

that had actually been there was Chepe Ruiz. But also at 

some of the rehearsals-- I'm not sure about this now, but I 

recall that some of Henry's-- Henry was dead, you know, by 

that time. But I believe that Henry's sister, Lupe, had 

come to rehearsals, I think so. The others came, see, 

through the first ten days [of performances] , some of them 

showed up. During the first ten days, only a few of the 

defendants, and I don't know who they were. At the second 

opening in the fall, a number more of the defendants 

came. Among them was Smiles, Ysmael Parra. Since there 

was a character named Smiley in the play that was a 

composite of Smiles-- In fact, the little episode where 

Smiley in the play says that he wants to drop out, he feels 

maybe he'll have to drop out because I have asked his wife 

to go door to door, that's based on a real incident. 

BALTER: Right, which you mentioned earlier. 

McGRATH: Oh, we have talked about that, okay. But Smiles 

loved the play and said-- I don't know, did I tell you what 

he said at the opening? Let me say it again. 

BALTER: Yes, say it again. It can't hurt. 

McGRATH: When I saw him at the intermission for the second 

opening, that is, we're still at the Mark Taper Forum, but 

it was the fall opening, and at the intermission I came out 

and there was Smiles with tears in his eyes. I've told you 
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that Smiles was really very solemn, his personality was 

rather slow and solemn. But I came out and he had tears in 

his eyes, and he said, "You know, when that was happening 

to us, I knew how awful it was. It's not until I'm seeing 

this play that I realize how sad it was." I found that so 

affecting, you know, that what he was really saying was 

when you're involved in this, when you are in the middle of 

it, it's just terrible. But if you can have a distance of 

time and drama and observe it, you can be outside of it and 

say, "Oh, what a sad thing is happening to those people, 

one of whom is myself." I was very moved by it. 

It wasn't until the play was moved to the Aquarius 

[Theater] that one of the other defendants, Manuel Delgado, 

came to see it. By the time it got to the Aquarius, 

anybody who had any connection with the barrio or with 

Chicanos or with anything knew that that play was on. 

There was no way you could be unaware of it. But a couple 

of the guys stayed away until really fairly late in the 

deal because they felt that it had been a terrible, 

terrible episode in their lives and they didn't want it 

remembered. When Manuel Delgado came, soon after the 

opening at the Aquarius-- Somebody else brought him or he 

just showed up, because I remember going backstage and 

somebody saying, "A boyfriend of yours is here," and it was 

Manuel Delgado. I'd been in touch with him a lot over the 
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years, but hadn't for some years, and when I saw him, it 

was such a thrill. We sat and watched the play together, 

holding hands. That was quite something. 

There were a lot of times-- I saw the play so many 

times, I loved it so much. There were certain kinds of 

experiences I had at the play where-- Manuel and I went to 

a matinee. This was a matinee performance on a Saturday, I 

guess it was. We watched it, and it was strange, really 

odd, to be sitting there with Manuel watching the play. 

And then-- Or was it-- It must have been Sunday, because 

Sunday they had matinee and then an early evening 

performance, and there wasn't much time between the end of 

one and the beginning of the other. So after the matinee 

performance, Manuel and I stood around and talked to people 

for a while, so that we were leaving the theater as the 

evening-performance people were coming in. So here was 

this mob of people coming. Manuel and I are moving against 

them, against the crowd. We are leaving, and I'm saying, 

"Hey, Manuel, they are going to see us, and we are going 

the other way." It was funny. 

Then, on that same day, the crew of CBS was coming 

here up to Ventura to interview me because they did an hour 

documentary and commentary thing called Zoot Suit: The Play 

and the Promise. As part of that, they interviewed me and 

came here to Ventura to do it. The crew was going in their 
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separate car and so on, but what they didn't know was that 

I was bringing Manuel back with me. So Manuel was in the 

room watching the interview. They didn't know who he was, 

and it wasn't until he drove back with them-- I brought him 

up and I made sure that he was going to get a ride back. I 

said to the crew, "Do you mind taking my friend back?" So 

it was only after they had finished the whole thing that he 

went back. But I'm not even sure that he told them then. 

But that was another strange thing, Manuel standing in the 

doorway kind of smiling at me, grinning in fact, while I'm 

being interviewed about this thing. 

BALTER: He didn't want the publicity I take it? 

McGRATH: At that point he didn't. This was his first 

exposure to the play. It's not that he didn't want the 

publicity, I think he just didn't want to have any more 

emotional experiences than what he'd just had. But that 

was a really interesting experience to have Manuel standing 

there watching as CBS is shooting it. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: Alice, as we've talked about off tape and as a 

matter of public record in the courts and there's been some 

small amount of coverage, I believe, in the media when this 

happened, some of the defendants, at one point, briefly 

were pursuing a lawsuit against Luis and the Mark Taper 

Forum as a result of the play. I wonder if you could give 

us some background on that, what happened there. 
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McGRATH: Yes. It was mischief-making. The lawsuit was 

really without basis. It took place at the time that the 

film was being made, going to be made. I guess the 

contract had been signed, because it was when they heard 

that the film was going to be made that they-- I have to 

back up a little bit, okay? They did not institute the 

lawsuit. What happened is, and I think these events 

clearly are related, I was asked-- [tape recorder off] I 

was asked by someone to be involved in a project which I 

felt was competitive or might prove to be competitive with 

the play or a film. At that time, Luis was trying to get a 

film made. I don't think that deal had been made. I 

didn't want to be involved in anything which I would have 

figured would have been a double cross. It wasn't a 

question of money. I was offered a fair sum of money for 

being involved in this project, and I didn't take it 

because I just thought it was unethical to do. This person 

who was trying to get me involved in the thing, when that 

proved not to be possible, went on to try to get some of 

the defendants to feel that their rights had been violated 

and that they could sign releases that would allow another 

production. 

It really was mischief-making, it was really mischief

making, and further details of the story and the identity 
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of the person who was involved in this will be found in the 

sealed tape which will come at the end of this interview. 

But it was certainly clear to me, and it was clear to other 

disinterested persons who looked at the event that was 

happening, that the defendants were reluctantly in fact-

Because a couple of them were angry because they believed 

the story that they were being exploited by Luis, and a 

couple were sad that they had gotten into this situation, 

because they liked Luis and they liked the play. So it was 

divisive. It was not productive, it was not successful. 

It was kind of a shabby episode, and when people who were 

disinterested heard the story, they agreed that the 

defendants really had, it was not in their interest at all 

to have done that. 

BALTER: How was the lawsuit finally resolved? 

McGRATH: I think the studio paid each of the defendants 

exactly the sum of money that Luis had offered, without any 

legal obligation, to give them should he sell the movie. 

BALTER: We've gotten a little bit into the subject of the 

making of the film, and I had a few questions for you about 

that. One, I noticed that in the credits of the film 

there's two consultants listed. One is you, Alice McGrath, 

and there is an individual named Jack Bender. 

McGRATH: Jack Bender, I don't know why he's listed as a 

consultant. He was the assistant director of the play, and 
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I don't know what kind of consultant he was. I didn't 

understand it then and I don't understand it now. Unless 

he had some activity in the making of the film, but since 

there might not have been another way to describe what he 

did-- But I was really the only--

BALTER: So he wasn't a source of historical information? 

McGRATH: No, no, not at all. 

BALTER: I notice also that the coproducers were Kenneth 

Brecher, who we've been discussing, and William P. Wingate. 

McGRATH: Those were people from the Mark Taper Forum. 

BALTER: And the associate producer was Phil Esparza, also 

who we talked about before. 

McGRATH: He's associated with Luis in Teatro Campesino, 

okay. Now we didn't talk about Ben Margolis and the fact 

that he was not represented in the play. Do you want to 

talk about that now? 

BALTER: Yes. That, as a matter of fact, was one of my 

questions, but why don't we go into that. 

McGRATH: Okay. Clearly, I've explained earlier that 

George was a composite character with relation to the 

actual court trial. But then George in the play is also 

credited with--in a line that says George is preparing the 

appeal or something--the character of George is then 

credited with the appeal as well as with part of the 

defense. For practical purposes, that's perfectly all 
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right for Luis to have done that. But, in fact, George 

went into the army and did not play an active role in 

preparing the appeal. 

I think it's awfully important to emphasize how 

critical, how crucial, it was to the appeal, that George 

and Ben Van Tress had made it possible to have an appeal. 

But they did not then have anything to do with pursuing the 

[appellate] legal points. That was done by Ben Margolis. 

I know a lot of work on it was done by a woman by the name 

of Selma Bachelis, and other lawyers were involved as 

well. Because it was a tremendous, it was a six-hundred

page brief, if you can call six hundred pages brief. I'm 

told by lawyers today that appellate courts wouldn't even 

allow that size. However, since there were all these 

defendants, I don't know how they could have done it with 

making it more brief. But anyway, it's considered to be a 

model of fine lawyering and great research and good, really 

good work. And Ben Margolis was the chief lawyer of the 

appeal. I think it is just absolutely tremendous that both 

Ben and, well, Carey, of course-- Carey Mcwilliams would 

have been hard to make a character in the play. Though he 

was the national chairman and very important, he's not 

mentioned, although he was mentioned in the program. Ben 

Margolis is mentioned in the program too, but not in the 

play. Ben Margolis is so important a character, but then 
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Luis would have had to put another character if they wanted 

to do that, and dramatically it would have probably been 

difficult. 

Ben was so supportive, so generous, so marvelous in 

praise of the play and of Luis and so on. I've always 

loved Ben Margolis, and when I saw him coming out of, I 

guess it was one of the openings-- It wasn't the very first 

one I know, because I can't even remember seeing Ben there, 

although he might have been there, but certainly at one of 

the other openings where Ben was there and was just 

congratulating everybody and congratulating Luis and so 

on. I just thought it was just so generous spirited of him 

to behave that way, in contrast to my disappointment at the 

behavior of George during a certain part of the history of 

this thing when he allowed himself to be used in the 

publication of a story about the actual event, something to 

the effect that Luis hadn't really got the thing right, 

because the real story was George and the fact that he met 

and married his wife. That was the romance, that was the 

story, and the emphasis on these other people was all 

wrong. 

BALTER: I think he was referring to the portrayal of a 

possible romance between you and Henry Reyna, as the 

character was portrayed, which we'll get to in a minute. 

McGRATH: Right. But in my view, my disappointed view, 
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that was hardly the way to respond to what was really a 

heroic representation of George. The other people who are 

part of the character are not even mentioned, and here 

George is made into a hero and responds by, I think, to my 

disappointment, by taking a swipe at Luis and--

BALTER: This was in an article, I believe, that appeared 

in California magazine, if I'm not mistaken. 

McGRATH: Then after that appeared, it made me very cranky 

at George. After that, there was a KPFK fundraiser at the 

Union Station, and Carey McWilliams, he said he was the 

shill for it. He's so darling. He said, you know, "They 

have to have a shill." So he said, "They're saying it's in 

honor of me." He had a wonderful time there. 

George was there and came up with a big smile and 

said, "Hello, Alice." I said, "George, what is the matter 

with you? What did you do th~t for?" 

He said, "Oh, you can just forget that. That was an 

aberration," or something. As if, "In a fit of 

absentmindedness I did this thing." But I thought it was 

not nice. 

BALTER: What do you think, given your history with this, 

what do you think might have been bothering George, such 

that he did that? 

McGRATH: Well, I don't know. Well, two things. One was 

very strange. George is Lebanese. It was really never an 
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issue, ever, ever, ever an issue or even a subject that was 

brought up during the time of the trial or anything, 

whereas my Jewishness was a factor-- Luis used it in the 

play because it was really something that was important in 

the forties and was talked about. Then when the character 

of Alice is introduced in the play, her Jewishness, it's an 

integral part of the character. One of the things George 

said-- He seemed to get cranky and then get over his 

crankiness. He came a number of times to the play. 

Sometimes he would come to the play and he was all cheerful 

and happy and "Isn't this marvelous!" Sometimes he would 

come and grump, "Alice gets to be Jewish. How come I don't 

get to be Arab?" Luis said, "Well, it's not relevant to 

what this play is about, George. It's not a question that 

we're trying to play the Jews against the Arabs. It's just 

simply not relevant." 

BALTER: Did Luis consult with George during the making of 

the play? 

McGRATH: Before he actually began to write the play, he 

talked with Ben Margolis, Carey Mcwilliams, George Shibley, 

read the transcript, and I don't know who else he talked 

to. But he did not talk to any of the defendants--he 

hadn't met them--and he did not talk to LaRue McCormick 

because he really didn't know about her until I told him 

about her. During the writing of the play, he really 
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consulted with me. I was the one that he came back to, 

because now he was writing. He knew the facts about the 

play; now he was writing about the people. And none of 

them, including George, knew the defendants over a period 

of time that I did or anything like as well as I did. 

BALTER: I'm just wondering if perhaps some of his feelings 

might have come out of the fact that you were more the 

consultant for the play than he was. I'm looking for some 

possible motivation for his--

McGRATH: I see. I don't think so. I think George is a 

marvelously wonderful sort of quirky personality, and, like 

a lot of us, his disabilities are functions of his 

abilities. So the same thing, the kind of theatric, 

dramatic quality that George had that made him a wonderful 

courtroom lawyer and that made him [an] interesting and 

flashing-eyed lawyer, probably functioned not to such good 

effect when he wasn't in the courtroom. Maybe he was just 

being theatrical. Because he's a wonderful guy. He's a 

wonderful person. 

BALTER: As you said earlier, the play and the film were a 

mixture of fact and fantasy, to paraphrase Luis Valdez and 

to paraphrase el Pachuco, his introduction. But given the 

fact that they do exist, I think there's a few other things 

I'd like to ask you about where we could separate fact from 

fantasy or find out where it might fall in between. There 
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is a lot of implication in the play-~and I think perhaps 

somewhat less in later versions of the play, as I 

understand it, but then back with a vengeance in the film-

of a romance between you and Henry of some sort. I was 

wondering what your thoughts were on that. 

McGRATH: Yes, well, I think that question is one of great 

interest to people. It seems to me of greater interest 

than it ought to, because it's not nearly as important as 

other aspects, but it's darling gossip and so on. I think 

what Luis was doing was a dramatic heightening of a feeling 

of real love and affection that I had for many of the 

defendants. Anybody who's ever been in a prison knows that 

some of the scenes could not have taken place in a 

prison. You're not allowed to get that close and kiss, so 

those things are clearly put there for dramatic purpose. 

But the amount of affection that I had was very real. The 

amount of emotion I had was very real, and distributed 

maybe unevenly among the twelve, but there at any rate. 

BALTER: Okay. Also, there's a critical scene in the film, 

and also I recall in the play, although I haven't seen the 

play since 1978, but the film I just viewed recently, so 

the listener can find out where my questions are coming 

from. There is an argument between you and Henry in jail, 

which starts out with Henry saying that he wants to ask out 

of the case, which I think from our earlier discussions 

408 



might be a composite of other things that happened with 

other people, Smiles and so forth. 

McGRATH: Right. 

BALTER: But there then ensues an argument between you and 

Henry where he is basically-- Or the fictional you. [mutual 

laughter] We have to be very careful here. 

McGRATH: We can just say "Alice." 

BALTER: Between Alice and Henry, thank you. Losing the 

historian's objectivity here. Between Alice and Henry in 

the play, and in the film, where Henry is questioning 

Alice's motivations and her real reasons for being 

involved. There's a certain amount of what perhaps could 

be called white-baiting, perhaps--

McGRATH: Exactly. 

BALTER: "What do you know? Because you' re a white woman 

who's never experienced what I have." How much historical 

reality was there in that scene? 

McGRATH: The reality of that scene is related somehow to 

the question you've just asked me, you know, "What is it 

based on? Is it actual or does it represent something? 

Does it faithfully represent an attitude or a feeling?" 

That scene did not take place in real life, but I think 

that Luis was right in putting the scene in there. Because 

even the unspoken things between me, Alice, the committee, 

and the defendants, the things that weren't explained ever 
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or talked about, certainly had to create some tension of 

relationship. What are the motives? Why are you people 

here? What are you doing here? What brought you in? so 

the scene, I think, is good for the drama and serves to 

bring up the question of "Who are you? How did you get 

into my life?" kind of thing. But the scene as it's played 

didn't occur. When I first saw it, I really didn't like 

it, because it's much nicer to be portrayed with all the 

scenes going swimmingly well and darling. At first it 

jarred on me, but I think historically, socially, 

dramatically, the scene belongs there. 

BALTER: This is a question that obviously would be best 

put to Luis Valdez, but I'm interested in whether it might 

have come up in any discussions that you had with Luis 

about the writing of the play. I was struck in the film by 

the fact that the jury was never shown. At least I didn't 

see it. 

McGRATH: Right. 

BALTER: The jury was never shown. It was just implied 

that it was there. I do not remember, it having been so 

many years since I saw the play, whether that was also the 

case, but I certainly don't remember there being a jury. 

McGRATH: There wasn't a jury [in the play]. The jury sat 

there with a hostile aura around them. A hostile aura is a 

little difficult to reproduce in a play, so I believe that 
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the reason that Luis didn't include a jury-- One, a jury 

would have required more actors. This is always a problem, 

because the twenty-two defendants are represented by four 

actors, the many lawyers are represented by one, and a jury 

would have been another problem. But I don't think it 

would have been possible dramatically to show a jury unless 

they were stealing the show from everybody else by facial 

expressions, and so on, that would show a hostile jury. So 

I think that really is the explanation for there not being 

a jury there. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: Alice, before we leave our discussion of Zoot 

Suit, Zoot Suit, after playing for some time here in Los 

Angeles, did go on to a short-lived time in New York. I 

don't remember if it was on Broadway or off Broadway, but I 

know you have some thoughts on that, if you could share 

them with us. 

McGRATH: It was a disastrous run in New York, and the 

stories I've heard from people who weren't there is-- The 

story, because it's one story. "Well, the reason that Zoot 

Suit was a flop in New York," they say, "was because the 

East Coast people couldn't relate to the Chicano 

experience, and the black people and the Puerto Ricans 

couldn't relate to Chicanos" and so on. And that's 

nonsense. What happened in New York was that the play was 

a tremendous hit with the people who saw it. The critics 
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assassinated it, and poor judgment was used on-- I'm glad I 

don't know, because I can't mention whose judgment it 

was. But that play opened in one of the biggest musical 

houses on Broadway, and in retrospect-- I mean I didn't 

know that that wasn't a good idea; I wondered about it at 

the time. 

What happened was, in order to open in a very large 

house, they had to get very large audiences immediately and 

they had to charge big prices. I was there for the 

opening, and the opening-night audience was mainly invited 

people. That included theatergoers and publishing people 

and, oh, just all kinds of people, a wide mix of people, 

who got up and just howled with delight when the play was 

over. They loved it. And I went to subsequent 

performances where people were enjoying the play so much. 

People that I didn't know, so they weren't responding to 

any kind of sentimental attachment, were saying, "Oh, that 

is such a wonderful experience to have seen that play." 

They were not saying it was the best play they'd ever seen; 

they were saying they had a wonderful time at that play. 

That's also a view that I hold about the play, that it was 

such a wonderful experience. Carey McWilliams said later 

the reason the critics were so hard on it was because it 

was outside of their experience, they really didn't know 

how to accept this play. 
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MARCH 30, 1985 

McGRATH: Just saying that the claim that the play couldn't 

go in New York because Puerto Ricans couldn't relate to the 

Chicano experience is nonsense too, for several reasons. 

For one thing, a lot of people in Los Angeles who were not 

Chicanos related to the experience and loved the play and 

had a marvelous time at it. I had a friend in New York, a 

Puerto Rican woman, who saw ·the play, who called me to 

say--because I was in New York for about a week--to say 

that it was her opinion that every Puerto Rican in New York 

was going to love that play. By this time, I knew that 

they weren't going to get a chance to love it. There were 

black people in the audience that night, the opening night, 

too, and on a couple of other occasions. You didn't have 

to be a Chicano to like that play. So the claim that non

Chicanos couldn't relate to it is simply a false view of 

it. 

The people who saw it--with the exception of smarmy 

Brendan Gill in the New Yorker and some other reviewers-

the people, the audiences, absolutely adored the play. Had 

it had a more fortunate beginning, perhaps in a smaller 

theater, perhaps even off Broadway, to build up a following 

and then move, the way Mark Taper did with Children of a 

Lesser God-- That was a big hit here, but they didn't take 
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it into a big Broadway house. They took it to a small 

place and then let it build up. I think whoever--what 

group, because I don't think it was one person's decision-

whoever the people were who decided that they could take it 

and, transplant it from being a hit in Los Angeles to being 

a hit in a big theater in New York just made a terrible 

error in judgment. That was then compounded by the 

critics' nasty review of it. There was a very, very good 

review of it in Newsweek, too late. And Harold Clurman in 

the Nation, after the play had closed, there was an 

excellent analysis of what the play meant. I don't mean 

what it meant in an artistic sense. What I mean is the 

social setting of that play, why it was necessary to take 

it seriously now. But of course it was too late. The 

intelligent viewers and the intelligent reviewers didn't 

have a chance to do it. So the play was not a flop in New 

York. The play was a success with the audiences and a 

terrible financial failure, that's what it was. 

BALTER: And it hasn't been produced for a number of years 

now. 

McGRATH: No, it hasn't. There was talk about producing it 

again, but apparently the costs of production have gone up 

so. I also wonder about the film-- Are we going to talk 

any more about the film? I think that there was talk about 

having the play re-produced, and, though I find this 
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mysterious, producing the play again was going to depend on 

the success of the film, which strikes me as odd. I would 

have thought it would be the other way around, that there 

wouldn't be any relationship. 

I was terribly disappointed at the distribution of the 

film. I don't believe it ever played in Westwood, for 

instance, where people go to see all kinds of films. I 

think that it was very selectively shown, and instead of 

being shown to audiences that like film, I think it was 

shown to ethnic audiences. It was a film, I believe, that 

would have been liked by people who like film, and they 

didn't get a chance to see it. 

BALTER: One last thing I'd like to ask you about in the 

whole zoot-suit topic is a book by Thomas Sanchez called 

Zoot-Suit Murders, which I have not read, but I was 

wondering what you knew about the writing of that book and 

whether you had read it, what you think about it. 

McGRATH: No, I didn't read the whole book. I have a 

couple of stories about it. I started to read the 

beginning-- First of all, calling it the Zoot-Suit Murders 

is immediately misleading. I read a little bit into it and 

I hated it so much that I didn't want to go on reading 

it. LaRue McCormick, who, as you know, is the person who 

really discovered the-- There's a character called somebody 

LaRue, so clearly it's meant to be LaRue McCormick, and is 
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going to be portrayed as some sort of wicked Soviet spy 

type, you know, the Red [inaudible] sort of thing. 

Then's there's an astonishing thing. I'm told that 

Sanchez wrote a very good book called Rabbit Boss, which I 

don't want to read now because I'm too cranky about it. 

I'm also told that he's a very bright man. But he did an 

astonishing thing in this. He names a person, Oscar Fuss, 

in that book as having been an informer who penetrated this 

spy-- It's such a weird kind of interpretation of the 

events, because Sanchez obviously read a lot about the case 

and made an interpretation which was that the Reds entered 

this thing and manipulated it for their own wicked ends and 

so on. So Oscar Fuss is named as somebody who enters into 

this thing and turns out to be an informer. Oscar Fuss is 

not a very common name. I mean, we don't have a phone book 

full of Oscar Fusses. For Sanchez to have given the name 

Oscar Fuss to a character about an event in which a real 

Oscar Fuss was on the board of the Sleepy Lagoon Defense 

Committee, [he] was a business agent for, I think it was 

the jewelry workers or some craft thing, and educational 

director of the CIO at some time, and a wonderful person, 

just absolutely marvelous person-- When I was working with 

the CIO and had come in without knowledge and experience, 

Oscar was one of the marvelous people who was helpful and 

encouraging. 
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Oscar was advised to sue, because that is 

defamation. He didn't want to. Then he was told, "Well, 

if you don't sue, Oscar, people are going to think it was 

probably true." I mean, "It's odd," you'd say, "Oscar Fuss 

is named and doesn't do anything." I do not know the end 

of this. It is my recollection, vague, that he did bring 

an action and settle it out of court, but that's all I know 

about it. But it was a very, very strange and unpleasant 

kind of thing. 

Later I had a message from Sanchez to me asking me if 

I wanted to participate in a television program he was 

doing about the period. I declined. I really didn't think 

I want to be associated with him after what he'd written 

about Sleepy Lagoon. That's all I know about Thomas 

Sanchez. 

BALTER: All right. Now, as you had mentioned earlier in 

this oral history, during the sixties, when you got 

involved with Bruce and with the self-defense work and the 

publishing and so forth, was a period of, shall we say, 

lull in your political activities. 

McGRATH: Lull is a good word. 

BALTER: I believe we've talked both on and off tape about 

the fact that then in the seventies and towards the latter 

half of the seventies, you began to become politically 

active again, as you are today as we speak. I was 
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wondering what might have sparked your re-emergence in the 

movement, so to speak. 

McGRATH: Well, clearly it was the play. It was a number 

of factors, but the play was certainly the most 

important. I didn't really like it when I stopped being 

politically active as I had been before, was earning a 

living and was working on things that were essentially 

nonpolitical, although it's my view that most things have a 

political aspect to them if you want to find it. I did put 

a lot of political thought into the work that I was doing 

with the martial arts and so on, but I had become 

accustomed to a routine which was mainly business and 

teaching. (I was teaching at Ventura College.) Had it not 

been for the play, even though the other factors were at 

the same time emerging-- That is, it was possible for me to 

earn my living without working as hard. I had worked for a 

number of years to establish the reputation of our company, 

so I didn't have to spend that much time doing that; and we 

weren't doing as many books, as many new books; and the 

"don't trust anybody over thirty" mentality had begun to 

change because the kids who were saying that had become 

thirty-one; and the extreme nationalism that characterized 

some aspects of the emerging brown power, black power, 

things were beginning to be modified to the extent that 

they [were] realizing that alliances were very, very 
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important. So all of this was happening at the time. I 

was having more time, the movement was becoming more open 

to people like me again, and the play came along. But the 

play was the most important thing. 

With the emergence of the play, I became, in your 

words, a "heroine of the revolution" and got a lot of 

attention and was asked to speak and became reacquainted 

with a lot of people that I hadn't seen for many years and 

remembered how marvelous it is to be politically active, 

that it is a lot more satisfying life to be politically 

active than to be politically passive. So for a couple of 

years during the run of the play and right after, I was 

extremely active in not just political things, but going 

around. I was making presentations about the forties and 

about the period, about the community, about racism in 

general, about things that related to the play. 

BALTER: Do you remember some of the places or 

organizations that you--? 

McGRATH: Oh, I had practically a routine going to 

Northridge [California State University, Northridge]. But 

I went to a lot of places, Cal[ifornia] Lutheran College; 

Cal State L.A. [California State University, Los 

Angeles]. Carey Mcwilliams invited me to come and talk to 

his class at UCLA [University of California, Los 

Angeles]. That was one of the real high points. Here I 
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am, and it's Carey's class. He's teaching something 

called, I think, investigative journalism and invites me 

there to talk to his class about the press and the reality 

of Sleepy Lagoon. That was great, that was a marvelous 

thing. 

But I also made presentations to the [California] 

Chicano News Media Association, the Black Journalists 

Association, and discovered what I have to keep 

discovering, even now, is how little-- In spite of the fact 

that we say, "Well, we now have black history, we now have 

Chicano history," young people do not, if they're black, 

they don't know their own history. They don't know the 

involvement of the black press, for instance, in-- They 

don't know who Charlotta Bass was. We've talked about 

that. In the Chicano News Media Association, there were 

people there, young people in the Chicano News Media 

Association, who were just astonished at some of the things 

that I was telling them because-- Well, where would they 

learn it? There isn't any place for them to learn it. So 

those are some of the places that I went. 

Then doing that made me, of course, very much more 

aware of things that were going on, and I began to 

investigate a little more the activities of what interested 

me. What had always interested me was racism, prejudice, 

et cetera. It was just a tiny step, in fact, no step at 
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all, from there to my current interest in nonintervention 

in Central America, because I think that it's national 

racism that accounts for a great deal of the attitude of 

passivity on the part of Americans and on the part of the 

Congress, that Central American affairs are going as they 

are. As a nation, we just don't think that those little 

brown people down there have the right or the intelligence 

to run a country. That's about the way we look at it. so 

currently I'm delegations coordinator for the Office of the 

Americas, which is an action and education organization of 

which Blase Bonpane is the director. Theresa Bonpane is 

the associate director. I have been to Nicaragua twice 

[six times, as of April, 1986), and I'm very comfortable 

and very busy with working with the Office of the Americas 

on delegations. It feels as though I have made a big 

circle and come back to where I belong. 

off] 

[tape recorder 

BALTER: Alice, as you've mentioned and as I know from 

talking with you a lot off tape, your work in solidarity 

with the Sandinista government in Nicaragua has become, I 

guess, the major thing you are involved in now, outside of 

the continuation with your publishing business. 

McGRATH: Right. 

BALTER: What is it about that situation that is your main 

motivation? What is it that you're trying to accomplish? 
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McGRATH: Let me comment a little bit on my personal 

solidarity with the Sandinista government. That's an 

accurate way for you to put it. But what I'm doing with 

the Off ice of the Americas is hoping to get people to look 

at this situation who are not necessarily in solidarity 

with the Sandinista government, but to recognize that the 

Sandinista government is not our problem but that our own 

government is our problem. And in the delegations work, 

trying to find people who are at least open-minded enough 

to want to go down there as observers and see what's there, 

rather than what they're reading in the newspaper or 

hearing from the president, and people who have a 

particular interest in any phase of it who want to come 

down and see if something they thought was wrong is or is 

not, and to get people to get down who are in solidarity 

and who want to give aid. But really the work with the 

Office of the Americas, I think, cannot be described as 

just in solidarity with the Sandinista government. 

however. 

I am, 

I went down accidentally, in fact. I had started to 

go to events and raise a little money for nonintervention 

groups. I went up to Santa Barbara to hear [Dr.] Charley 

[Charles] Clements, Charley Clements being the former air 

force pilot who left, I guess discharged, after he said he 

didn't want to kill people anymore out of airplanes, became 
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a doctor, went to El Salvador, lived there for a year, and 

then has now become a pacifist anti-intervention worker. 

But I went to hear Clements and found it very moving and 

realized how much I didn't know at this point about what 

was happening in the three countries, in El Salvador, 

Guatemala and Nicaragua. At this meeting, I heard people 

talking about going to Nicaragua. I still had some 

misperceptions about that. I was in support of Nicaragua, 

but not having read carefully, I suppose, I hadn't thought 

of going to Nicaragua. I said to these people, "Why are 

you going to Nicaragua?" They explained to me that 

Nicaragua wanted people to come, wanted observers, wanted 

people who could come back then to say, "I've been there 

and I have seen what is happening." 

After a couple of failed attempts, one time I got 

shingles, another time I got pneumonia or something after I 

signed up to go, I went on the occasion of the fifth 

anniversary of the triumph of the Sandinistas in July of 

1984 and went with the Office of the America's group. A 

large group went, and, although it wasn't the most 

comfortable-- It wasn't a vacation tour to the warm 

countries. July, also, is not the best climate that they 

have in Nicaragua. But I was so impressed, so affected, so 

moved, so astonished at what I saw. And my astonishment 

astonished me because it made me realize the role of the 
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press today is exactly the same as the role of the press in 

the forties, which is not to inform us about things that 

have happened but to delight and otherwise stimulate us to 

buy things. Among the things that they want us to buy most 

of all is the line that the U.S. State Department is 

handing us, which is that there is a threat down there. 

The threat is variously defined as interference in other 

countries, exporting communism. The Sandinistas are 

accused of being Marxist-Leninists, and then on the other 

hand they are accused of having failed their revolution. 

Either one will do, because in either case, you're supposed 

to be angry at the Sandinistas. 

When I went down there, my astonishment first of all 

was at how little we in the United States are aware of our 

isolation from world opinion and from the behavior toward 

Nicaragua of most of the other countries in the world. Our 

press, the liberal Los Angeles Times and all these papers 

really don't tell us-- It's what they don't tell us, I 

think, that is as harmful as what they do tell us. They do 

not tell us of the presence in Nicaragua of aid missions 

and volunteers from all over the world who are in sympathy 

with the fact that a U.S.-dominated country, a country that 

has been really invaded by the United States for the past 

hundred and fifty years, has become independent and is 

trying to survive as a government. We don't know in the 
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United States about the Canadians and the Mexicans and the 

Swedes and the Norwegians and the West Germans. We hear 

that there are Cuban and Soviet advisers, and we don't know 

about these other people at all. Seeing that made me just, 

it was shocking to me that I didn't know that. After all, 

I read more progressive news than most people are likely 

to. 

The other thing that impressed me, I had heard about 

it, but being in the country, the feeling of being in the 

country, going up to the northern areas very close to the 

Honduran border, where the contras are terrorizing and 

killing, destroying civilian installations, crops, day-care 

centers, medical centers, and so on, and then to hear the 

people talk about the pride they have in their government 

because now they can participate, the pride that the people 

have in the fact that there was not a single case of polio 

in this backward, little, poor country. Under siege, and 

they eliminate polio. The fact that you can drink the 

water in Managua. How does it happen that you can't drink 

the water in most big cities and five years after the 

revolution you can drink the water in Managua? The answer 

is clear. The technology exists, the technology exists 

every place, but in Managua it was a priority of the 

Sandinista government that the water should be pure. That 

was one of the important things. So health and literacy in 
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a really very short time. Changing the literacy rate from 

87 percent illiterate to 13 percent illiterate is a 

remarkable achievement. 

What we read about is the people in the cities are 

grumbling because they don't have toothpaste and the people 

in the cities are grumbling because there's still a black 

market. Of course it is true that the people in the cities 

are grumbling about that. But the people in the country 

who had never had toothpaste and had never had food and 

their kids were dying of diarrhea are now having healthy 

babies, and when the contras aren't killing them, they are 

being helped by a government. They've never known this 

kind of experience. In the city, the middle class is 

complaining because the middle class has always been 

accustomed to-- It was a small middle class in the first 

place, but they were accustomed to having meat and all 

kinds of delicacies anytime they wanted to, and now they 

don't. Of course they're complaining. It's not a surprise 

that they're complaining. Some of those people too are 

manipulated by either their own lack of context or the fact 

that they've lost a small bit of privilege. A taxi driver 

yelling at the top of his voice is saying, "This is a 

terrible country, this is a terrible country. You can't 

say a word of criticism against this government, you'd be 

shot on the spot." Somebody points out that he is in fact 
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at the moment saying this is a terrible country. Who's 

going to shoot him? And he's not paying attention, you 

know. 

The Chamorro factor, the so-called progressive people 

who keep wanting to have a perfect government in Nicaragua 

with, you know-- "And how about human rights?" Well, 

Amnesty International and the Americas Watch gives 

Nicaragua very, very high grades. Even though they 

criticize the government for their initial handling of the 

Miskito Indian thing, they now say that the initial 

mishandling is being corrected. The Nicaraguan government 

has a better record of human rights than the United States 

has, in fact. So the idea that we want to be even minded 

about Nicaragua, we want to hear the good and the bad, 

strikes me as a posture that I simply can't accept. We 

hear only bad from all of our press, and I feel that it is 

useful and perfectly valid to say that it is my job to 

emphasize the good things that the Sandinista government is 

doing. But beyond that, it's really none of my business. 

I'm saying I approve of the things they're doing, but my 

business is to say to my fellow citizens, "We have no right 

to be there. There is no justification in the world for 

our being there." 

I find that most of the people I talk to, if they are 

not either left wing or haven't had a short course in 
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American intervention in Central America, don't know about 

the American presence in Nicaragua over a hundred and fifty 

years. Don't know the name William Walker, don't know that 

an American adventurer went into Nicaragua, declared 

himself the president and was only kicked out after three 

years, declared English the official language of Nicaragua 

and was about to be admitted to the United States as a 

slave state. Nicaragua, right? Now this is [an] 

outrageous part of American history which very few people 

know. Very few people are aware of the presence of the 

U.S. Marines for thirteen years, and very few people 

realize that the Somoza dictatorship was installed by the 

United States government and three generations of Somozas 

were supported by the United States government and that 

even one of our favorite, wonderful presidents of all time, 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, characterized the Somoza who was 

then incumbent-- "Somoza," he said, "is a son of a bitch, 

but he's our son of a bitch." 

most people who hear it now. 

our history books. 

That is shocking news to 

It's certainly not part of 

I've been pretty much around the world. I haven't 

been to Africa, but I've been to China, I've been very 

briefly and nonpolitically to the Soviet Union--! went in 

the wintertime to see what Leningrad and Moscow looked like 

in the winter--r•ve been around Europe. I'm going to be 
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sixty-eight years old as we're taping this. This is 

March-- What is today? 

BALTER: March 30. 

McGRATH: Thirtieth, okay. April 5 I'll be sixty-eight 

years old, so I have a fair amount of experience of the 

world. 

I felt in Nicaragua that I was in a country that was 

so hospitable to my view of what government and its 

relationship to people should be that I felt very 

supportive of them. I went to a thing called Cara al 

Pueblo which is sort of "Face the People," that's a loose 

translation of it. There the president-elect, Daniel 

Ortega, and the people in the government responsible for 

various departments came to hear the complaints and the 

requests and whatever of people in the neighborhood. First 

of all, I think that's remarkable. I think it's all the 

more remarkable when I look at what President Reagan 

does. I mean, he goes to places where he knows for sure 

they're going to give him a cheerleader welcome. Imagine a 

president going to open Wall Street at a time when we have 

homeless and we have unemployment and we have racism and we 

have medical problems and all that! Our president goes to 

where the money is, whereas in Nicaragua, Daniel Ortega 

goes in a neighborhood where people have gathered and 

they're going to be asking questions. The people he brings 
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with him are the top of certain departments. So if anybody 

is going to complain about something, there's nobody there 

who is going to say, "I will take it up with--" Because 

there's no further up they can go. So if somebody 

complains about the water, they don't get water in their 

neighborhood, the person responsible for getting the water 

there is required to get up and talk to that woman and tell 

her what the situation is. Somebody complains that the 

lighting system isn't working; the person in charge of that 

gets up and has to explain what is happening. At the end 

of which, Ortega himself, having made notes, makes certain 

comments. At this event that I was attending, a former 

high French official, very high official, I don't remember, 

a socialist, was visiting the country and had come to 

present $7,000 for some aid project. So the Cara al Pueblo 

thing didn't go as late as-- I'm told that they usually 

last way into the wee hours, because until people get tired 

of asking questions and listening to the answers, that 

session goes on. But in this instance there was a 

reception in honor of the French official, so they stopped 

it at about eleven o'clock. It had been going on for a 

number of hours. Daniel Ortega, when the next person asked 

a question, said, "Well, that's the last question." Then 

somebody else said no, no, they wanted to talk. Oh, by the 

way, I should tell you that I understand enough Spanish so 
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I don't need to wait for the translation. I have no 

facility for engaging in conversation, but I can understand 

Spanish, so that I didn't have to wait until it was 

translated for me. So somebody asked a question after he'd 

said that was the last one. He said, "How many other 

people have questions?" And about fifty hands go up. So 

he said, "No, you see, I can't let you ask another 

question. But this is not the end of this session. We 

will be back next week to continue it." 

Now I am not naive enough to think that it is a 

perfect government. I'm hopeful that they try to be as 

good a government as I can conceive of in this less than 

perfect world. I feel that their objectives are good 

objectives. Whether they are achieving them in the most 

efficient way, in a manner that's most likely to get them 

there, I don't know. But I feel comfortable with their 

objectives, I feel comfortable with their behavior. I feel 

most of all that they have to be allowed to continue as a 

country. They have to be allowed to continue to exist. If 

that doesn't happen--and I am not certain as we speak that 

it's going to be successful--if that doesn't happen, then I 

think there is no hope for independence from United States 

domination in this hemisphere ever, ever. Well, ever is a 

long time. In my lifetime certainly. But the existence of 

Nicaragua as a sovereign country, as a country which we 
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respect their right to solve their problems in
1
the way they 

can, is the important thing, not to deny that they have 

problems, not to claim for them more than is possible to 

claim. 

I want to mention the elections, however, and the 

deceitful way in which the United States State Department 

has talked about free elections, free elections, free 

elections. Well, when it's one story for the elections in 

El Salvador, but the elections which are hailed, hailed as 

democratic elections, and where the elections in Nicaragua 

are, by the State Department and most of the establishment 

press, are criticized. Those elections were massively 

observed by people from all over the world, and it was an 

example of democratic elections such as was astonishing for 

a country that had been under a new government for five 

years. The main impression that people get of the 

elections is that there is one party that didn't get to 

participate. Well, the disenfranchisement of voters in the 

United States is, in comparison with Nicaragua, you know 

we're much less democratic than Nicaragua. 

But again, that's not the main point. The main point 

is, were the elections not quite so democratic, it is still 

not an excuse for us to be invading the country. Invading 

is what we are doing by providing support for the contras, 

who are, to a great extent, mercenaries and former 
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Somocistas. That's no excuse for us to be supporting an 

outfit that burns day-care centers and shoots medical 

workers while we're complaining about the democracy in that 

country. I think that it is terribly sad news for our 

country and our progressive movement if Nicaragua is not 

allowed to continue as a country. We will suffer. The 

Nicaraguan people are suffering and have suffered under 

U.S. domination for a hundred and fifty years, and I feel 

very sad about that. I feel just as sad about U.S. 

citizens suffering from the domination of the Reaganistas 

and the kind of government that tries to convince us that 

the contras, the mercenaries and the Somocistas, are our 

brothers, freedom fighters and so on, whereas the 

Sandinista government is terroristic. We are being 

manipulated and lied to, and I think the United States 

people are being betrayed in the behavior of our government 

in Nicaragua. 

BALTER: We're getting very near the end of this oral 

history, but before we close, what I'd like to do is 

briefly catch up on family matters. Tell me now, I know 

that your father died recently. 

McGRATH: My father died a few years ago at age ninety

one. I have a sister who lives in Los Angeles. She's a 

year younger than I am. I have a sister who lives in Las 

Vegas. She's three years older than I am. I have two 
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nieces who live in Los Angeles. 

BALTER: Now that's with your sister Claire? 

McGRATH: My sister Claire, right. Then my son Dan lives 

in a very rural area of North Dakota. His postal address 

is Amenia, North Dakota, but he lives about forty miles out 

of Fargo, North Dakota. My daughter is a renunciant in the 

Self-Realization Fellowship order. 

BALTER: She lives in Los Angeles? 

McGRATH: Right. Not progressive and not political and I 

love her madly. We do not discuss religion or politics, 

but we have plenty of other stuff to laugh about and talk 

about. My former husband, Tom McGrath, with whom I am 

extremely friendly, now lives in Minneapolis. I've had the 

pleasure of traveling with him in the last few years, going 

to Chicago, where he taped the Studs Terkel show, and 

arranging for him to do a poetry reading at UCSB 

[University of California, Santa Barbara] and going to San 

Francisco, where he got a writer's award, I've forgotten 

the name of it, and then recently going to the University 

of North Dakota [Grand Forks] , where the North Dakota 

Quarterly has just published a novel of his for which hope 

had been abandoned many, many, many years ago. It was a 

novel that he wrote in the forties about a wildcat strike 

on the waterfront in New York. The left press found it not 

publishable because it was much too experimental in form, 
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and the re$t of the publishers in the United States found 

it unpublishable because it was much too radical in 

content. So it languished for these many years. Now a 

young group of appreciators discovered the novel, and it is 

just, again as we speak, just published--as a matter of 

fact, not even distributed yet--as an issue of the 

University of North Dakota quarterly. 

BALTER: For the record, why don't you tell us the name of 

the book? 

McGRATH: In the North Dakota Quarterly issue that was 

devoted to essays about Tom and his work, this novel was 

referred to as All but the Last. It was in fact published 

under another title. He had two working titles. The title 

of the book as it is published is This coffin Has No 

Handles. 
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TAPE NUMBER: XI, SIDE TWO 

MARCH 30, 1985 

BALTER: Alice, we're unfortunately, from my point of view, 

at the end of at least this portion of the oral history. 

There will be a sealed tape that we'll be doing, but we're 

going to have to leave a lot of people on the road right 

now, for the time being. I wanted to ask you, first of 

all, whether in thinking back over all the things we've 

talked about these many hours whether you feel that there's 

any portion of your life or any important subject that we 

perhaps have neglected or forgotten that comes to mind as 

we speak now. 

McGRATH: I forget. [laughter] I don't really know. I 

think we've covered it. Perhaps when I see the transcript 

something might come to mind, but at this moment I don't-

BALTER: Finally, also thinking back over everything that 

we've talked about, has there been anything that has 

particularly surprised you or that you have taken sort of 

special note of, that you have remembered? Anything that 

we have talked about that you had long ago forgotten about 

that perhaps has been evoked by our discussion? 

McGRATH: Well, I think what has evoked a lot of re

remembering has happened not just since the oral history 

but, in the last few years, since the play and talking to 

people and having people ask me questions about things. 
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What I'm surprised at--and it shouldn't surprise me, 

because apparently a lot of people realize this--is that 

recollection is skewed and that I recall things out of 

order sometimes and that, as I've remembered things, 

they've happened in clumps. Maybe I've said this to you 

before, but they couldn't possibly happen in a clump, they 

had to happen serially. 

I'm hoping that, in the process of reviewing the 

manuscript, that if I find any errors that I recognize that 

are just due from this failure to recollect years-- I mean, 

it's been a lot of years. I'm now entering my fifty-first 

year of political activism, and not having kept a journal, 

I've had to sometimes rely on other people's memories to 

correct my memory. The work that you've done, by the way, 

has helped me. The research that you did before we started 

has corrected some of the misremembering that I did. But 

since it's a fairly common thing, I'm not really 

apologizing for it. I'm just mentioning the fact that if 

other people do find dates, for instance, that are not 

completely accurate, it isn't that I've been trying to 

manipulate the events but that I may not remember them with 

absolute clarity. After all, I didn't dream that there was 

going to be this quiz. [laughter] 

BALTER: Well, I think I can say with confidence that 

anybody listening to these tapes or reading this oral 
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history will find them an important add i tion to the 

historical r ecord . It ' s been a great pleasure talking with 

you about your life, and I nope it goes on for a lot 

longer. 

McGRATH: Oh , well , thank you very much , Michael . I ' ve 

enjoyed the whole thing . There ' s nothing more flattering 

than being allowed to talk about yourself endlessly. 

[laughter] In most company that isn ' t permitted . 

BALTER : Well, unfortunately , although I ' d love i t if it 

were endless , we have to stop now . So that wil l be the end 

of this tape . 

McGRATH : Bye-bye , sayonara , adios , 6rale. 

438 



TAPE NUMBER: XII, SIDE ONE 

MARCH 31, 1985 

BALTER: As we proceeded through the first eleven tapes of 

your oral history, we together, as we came to certain 

topics or parts of topics which you did not want to discuss 

on the open tape for various reasons which you'll spell 

out, we created a list of topics to discuss under these 

conditions on this sealed tape. So what we're going to be 

doing is essentially going down this list and discussing 

these things one by one. The first area, we had been 

having a discussion of the defendants in the Sleepy Lagoon 

case, and there was some additional material concerning 

some of the defendants and events around that that you 

wanted to spell out on this tape. 

McGRATH: Well, I began to describe on the open tape the 

different character, personality, and background of the 

defendants. I believe that one of the things I said was 

that of the original twenty-two defendants, only twelve of 

whom we're concerned with, because they were the ones who 

were convicted in the case, they were convicted of murder-

But of the original twenty-two, the characters, 

personalities, behavior, and so on, ranged all the way from 

the most benign to the most benighted perhaps. But in 

talking about the character of the twelve who were 

convicted, I would say that the same thing applies, that 
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some of the defendants were really, that in no sense could 

they be characterized as antisocial or being involved in 

antisocial behavior. They lived in the neighborhood, hung 

around on the same corner, and that was really the only 

thing that put them into the category "members of the 

Thirty-eighth Street gang." The Thirty-eighth Street gang 

only existed as-- As a gang, it existed in somebody's 

imagination. As an actuality, it was very, very loosely 

composed of people. Even at the time when Henry Leyvas was 

described during the trial, and even later, as the leader 

of the Thirty-eighth Street gang, some of the defendants 

took exception to that. They said he wasn't and objected 

to it, and it was a source of some animosity among them 

that Henry was described as the leader of the gang. 

Let me just try to recall the defendants, that I 

remember most vividly. They were the ones who did get into 

trouble, had been in trouble before, got into trouble 

after, and some never got out of trouble. Some of them 

hadn't been in trouble, didn't get into trouble, and ended 

up by being little businessmen, entrepreneurs of some 

sort. One of them had a little restaurant. I've forgotten 

what some of the others did. But the interesting ones to 

me were the ones who were--I've used this term before--but 

they were on a collision course with society. From about 

the time they were teenagers or much younger, they had 
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already refused to accept the role that society had 

assigned to them. 

It's difficult-- When this is being read or listened 

to, there will be that many more years between the event 

and what would be the present in the future. But the 

options for Mexican-American kids in Los Angeles were so 

limited. In 1985, it's hard to imagine the forties and how 

limited the options were. When the hopes of anybody who 

was a Mexican-American would be, if they were anything 

except a rotten job, low-paying, unskilled job or some kind 

of hustling on the verge of or over the boundaries of 

legality-- One would have to be an extraordinary person to 

have other options. That is, the very few who got beyond 

those choices were extraordinary people. Well, most of us 

aren't extraordinary. So for the great numbers of kids, 

even more so for the girls than the boys, the option was a 

lousy job or some kind of hustling. I found the ones who 

chose hustling to be more energetic, less willing to accept 

the role of obedient and passive second-class citizen 

working at what would be the terrible jobs, you know what 

they are. But the extent to which they understood 

themselves and played out this role-- Now I'm going to talk 

about the ones who did not accept society's definition of 

them and who were, to some degree or another, engaged in 

hustling or illegal activities or criminal activities, 
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whatever. The extent to which they had any self-awareness 

and understood why they were doing this, or even came to 

understand this, were remarkably different. At one 

extreme, there is the case of Angel Padilla, a most ironic 

name, because it was when I began to become acquainted with 

the defendants, who were suspicious of me and some of them 

very reluctant to become acquainted with me even-- Which I 

think is the basis of the thing that we talked about, where 

you asked me about Luis's scene in which Henry and Alice 

have a confrontation. Well, we didn't have a confron

tation. What we had was lack of communication, in the 

beginning, with a rather suspicious withdrawal from "Who 

the hell is this lady and where did she come from?" kind of 

thing. With Angel, I made the first breakthrough with him, 

I think, because I asked him--he was one of the younger 

ones, seventeen, perhaps, seventeen, eighteen-- I asked him 

how he got money. Because none of them had jobs at that 

point except Smiles, who was a metal worker, and that was 

extraordinary. I don't know how Smiles got to be a 

metalworker, because that was a good job, a highly skilled 

kind of job, and he did make money. I asked Angel how he 

made a living, and he said by rolling drunks, which was a 

terrible shock to me. I mean, I had this good, Jewish, 

law-abiding attitude toward life, and the idea of somebody 

saying very casually to me, "I make my living by rolling 

drunks," was terribly shocking to me. 
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BALTER: Now, just in case the slang has changed a couple 

of years from now--

McGRATH: Oh, I see, "rolling drunks." It means "robbing 

someone who is drunk and unaware of the fact that he's 

being robbed." So just run around the alleys finding 

somebody who's passed out drunk and take his money. That's 

rolling drunks. 

So many years later I was amused by the question being 

asked of Willy [William] "The Actor" Sutton, a famous bank 

robber: "Why do you rob banks?" Sutton answered, "Because 

that's where the money is." I think if I had had the wit 

to ask Angel, "Why do you do that?" which I didn't do, he 

would have said, "Well, where else am I going to get 

money? There isn't any other place for me to get money." 

But that was the first occasion on which I gulped, smiled, 

went on with the conversation. When Angel, I think in 

retrospect, meant to shock me into, "You don't really know 

who we are or how we live," and I responded by pretending 

that he had said something very ordinary. 

But I ran back to Carey Mcwilliams with this story, 

[in a mock-hysterical falsetto] "Carey, I've just had this 

conversation with Angel, and he rolls drunks!" I was 

terribly upset about this. That was the first occasion on 

which Carey McWilliams said to me, "That is not the 
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issue." It was one of a number of occasions on which Carey 

had to straighten me out and explain to me that nice, 

white, middle-class, non-rolling-drunks types were not 

vulnerable to the kind of event that was being put on these 

people and that their behavior or their activities outside 

of this case were not the issue and that the issue was the 

unfairness of the trial, the racism of the papers, and so 

on. So that was my first experience with understanding 

that there was something in their lives that I was totally 

unacquainted with and I had better get acquainted with it, 

as Henry in the play really tells Alice. Right? 

But the difference between Angel and some of the 

others that I'll mention as I go along is that Angel did 

accept cheerfully the roll of drunk roller and was in and 

out of prison for dealing drugs, and I don't know what 

else, and was a drunk and a drug addict himself. And was 

in the suit, which came along much later, during the film, 

the Zoot Suit episode, was one of those who was completely 

hostile to me, to Luis, who believed what he was told, that 

I was exploiting them, that Luis was exploiting them, and 

who confronted me again-- This is a great big circular 

thing. Years and years and years and years pass. Angel 

has been the first one to try to provoke me, as it were, in 

the beginning, and we had a dinner, which was ostensibly-

Presumably, there was a dinner at which the defendants, the 
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surviving defendants, were invited to meet with Luis, with 

me, with Luis's lawyer. We were going to talk about this. 

BALTER: Who was Luis's lawyer, by the way? 

McGRATH: Bill. I have to look it up. Somebody I know 

very well whose name escapes me at this very moment. 

[William Harmsen] This dinner ended up-- I think it's 

semi-comic now, but it wasn't comical when it was 

happening, because Angel arrived either stoned, drunk, or 

both, looking horribly criminal, if you can say such a 

thing, I mean really looking like a bad dude. 

BALTER: This is the sealed tape, so you can say whatever 

you want. 

McGRATH: But really looking awful and hostile and saying 

that I had not invited him to this meeting. It's true: I 

wasn't really anxious to have Angel involved in anything. 

Angel said to me, "You don't like me, and you've never 

liked me." I said, "Well, that's not true." But he said, 

"I've never done an honest day's work in my life," which is 

a repeat of "I roll drunks," but after years of much more 

serious activity. 

BALTER: So he would have been close to sixty, in his late 

fifties by this time. 

McGRATH: Right. In his late fifties .bY the time that this 

dinner was held, in his late fifties. "I've never done an 

honest day's work in my life, 11 and made some comments about 
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the fact that I-- Hostile comments to Luis, and taking 

advantage-- I don't think he knew the word exploit, but it 

ended up with me weeping and with Rudy Leyvas, Henry's 

brother, standing up and saying, "If we weren't in a public 

place, I would punch you out for this. How dare you say 

this to Alice?" The whole thing was absurd and tragic and 

funny all at the same time. 

BALTER: What was Angel doing for a living at this point? 

Or was he, since he said he'd never--? 

McGRATH: He'd never done an honest day's work in his life. 

BALTER: Do you know how he had continued to support 

himself? 

McGRATH: Well, I suppose drug dealing would have been the 

thing, that's my guess. I don't have any proof of that, 

but I think that was the, that was the mode of work that 

they did. Okay? So I think he accepted this role, did not 

have the social imagination or the intelligence to view 

society in a way that would have made him feel resentful of 

society for this. But he just took it as-- He was proud of 

himself for having succeeded, even though he spent a lot of 

years in jail. Apparently he was in and out, in prison. 

That was one of the things that went along with the way he 

made a living was that occasionally you were inside, and 

sometimes you were outside. 
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On the other hand, and at the very most extreme to the 

area in which there was consciousness of the society, not a 

highly political one, but certainly a very sensitive one, 

and that was Manuel Delgado. Manuel was one of the first 

to be out on parole; he was out on parole when the case was 

finished. Extremely bright, really very, very bright. And 

unlettered really. I don't mean unlettered, because he had 

a good hand, and he drew the little cartoons that he 

sent. He was called "Lefty.'' He was a good baseball 

player and was--is, he's still alive--left-handed. And a 

sense of humor and a good character. 

Now Manuel came out, and my then husband, Max 

Schechter, took him in as an apprentice. He had a very 

small furniture-manufacturing operation, very small, just a 

few people working for him, making overstuffed furniture, 

or "suites," as they were called. 

"suits." Manuel worked for Max. 

s-u-i-t-e-s, pronounced 

Max took him as an 

apprentice and liked him very much. He was constantly 

quitting and getting fired because he wouldn't come to work 

on time, but they liked each other. It was one of these 

strange things where Manuel would be gone, say, for weeks 

at a time and I think sometimes months. Then he would come 

back and work and eventually learned to be a very good 

furniture maker. As of a few years ago, we're now talking 

in 1985, but he was still working as a frame maker, which 

is one of the better crafts in custom-made furniture. So 

447 



he did learn the craft. However, his absences, which I 

wasn't aware of at the time, were due to the fact that he 

was doing a little bit of dealing, probably pot, and that 

he did a little more time and that--

BALTER: For the dealing? 

McGRATH: Yes. Or possession. I'm not sure about that 

because he was ashamed of it and very secretive about it. 

He did an interview with Studs Terkel for the book which 

came out called •The Good war•: [An Oral History of the 

Second World War] . [tape recorder off] Manuel Delgado had 

an interview with Studs Terkel, and he's quoted a little 

bit in Studs Terkel's book •The Good War.• Studs gives him 

a name, Mickey Ruiz, which is unfortunate, because it makes 

it sound as though--and he's identified as a Sleepy Lagoon 

case defendant--so that someone might think that it's Chepe 

Ruiz, but it was Manuel Delgado. The interview with Manuel 

is on page 151 of the book. He says: 

I'm happy-go-lucky. Maybe I was just too loud. It 
seemed like I was always gettin' in trouble. Always 
diggin' those six by six by six holes, and coverin' 
'em up myself. 

I came back out of the army and I did a lot of 
goof-up. I still wasn't ready to face life. The 
army didn't help. I turned around and went back to 
prison again. Everything changed about twenty-five 
years ago, when I gave my wife my earnings from my 
paycheck. I wouldn't give her nothin' before. This 
last time I said, 'Okay, Mamma, you take care of 
business from now on.' Since then, everything has 
been nice. 
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Manuel was married and had kids and went back to 

prison before he said, "I don't want to live this way 

anymore." He had the consciousness to know that there were 

consequences of living this way, and the consequences were 

in and out, in and out. He didn't want to be in. When he 

had been to prison after the Sleepy Lagoon case, he didn't 

make any pretense of its being an unfair conviction. He 

was goofing up, as he said. But then he was picked up for 

something which he said he did not have anything to do 

with, but he was afraid. This was going to be a federal 

offense. Maybe it was dealing hard stuff, I don't know. 

Again, he didn't tell me the details, but he said he wasn't 

involved with it but it seemed as though he might be doing 

hard time for it. He vowed to himself that this was the 

end. This was not the kind of life he wanted to lead, and 

he just wasn't going to do it again. Not only that he 

wasn't going to do it again, he wasn't going to use-- I 

don't think he was on anything hard himself, but he was not 

even going to smoke pot if he got out of this one. He says 

that he kept his vow, that he didn't go to prison for that 

and that he worked and that he realized that there was a 

point at which you really did make a choice about your 

life. The choices might be very, very limited, but that 

his choice was not to go in the direction, he wouldn't have 

said not the direction that Angel went, but that obviously 

he didn't want to do that. 

449 



He was extremely interested in jazz, knew all the jazz 

music. When he met Studs, the first thing he said to him 

was that he'd read his book about jazz, which amazed Studs 

and enchanted him. Because Studs's first book was a book 

about jazz, the title of which I don't remember [Giants of 

Jazz], but it was famous in jazz circles. 

So there was Manuel, having made a decision about his 

life, which meant-- Now, of course, now he had an option 

that was unlike the options of his teens, which would have 

been terrible job, low paying, lousy. He had a skill that 

he could work at. Years and years pass. He works, he has 

children, grandchildren by that time. This boy that was 

involved in the Sleepy Lagoon case is a grandfather by the 

time I meet him again. Even though we'd been in touch on 

and off, I hadn't seen him for some years. We talked about 

the kinds of lives that the defendants had led; we talked 

about the possibilities that were not open to him then. He 

said, "Well, I kind of knew it." He said, "I was a pretty 

good athlete. Maybe I could have been a professional, but 

maybe I'm being conceited to say that." But he said, "I 

know that I could have been doing something else. I know I 

could have been doing something else, but what it is, I 

don't know." But he recognized the role that society had 

wanted to cast him in. He recognized how easy it was and 

he'd fallen into the trap of playing that role, and then 

making a decision not to. 
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I love Manuel. I love his spirit and his personality 

and his wit and his humor and his ethical sense too. He 

really has a very strong ethical sense and a sense of 

loyalty. The reason he didn't want to be identified in 

Studs's book was not because he was going to say anything 

that he was afraid would reflect on him, but he thought 

that he was being chosen. He was being given, say, an 

honor. Why would he be chosen instead of any of the other 

defendants? Right? His best buddies were Henry Ynostroza 

and Gus Zamora. Manuel knew that I felt closer to him than 

I did to any of the other defendants. He liked that, but 

he also was very protective of, I don't know what to say, 

he liked it and yet he wanted to say, "I'm like my 

friends. I'm just one of them." In fact he wasn't, in 

fact he wasn't. I think he had a superior intellect, a 

superior sensitivity. Anyway. That's Manuel Delgado. 

Gus Zamora was, I think, not terribly bright. Rather 

sweet, but he just never seemed to figure out that the 

accident of fate that gave the case his name, the legal 

name-- In the event we haven't covered this in the open 

tape, the case was known as the People v. Gus Zammora, and 

the name Zamora was selected capriciously, just by 

accident. Gus's father assumed that there was some reason 

why and that Gus must have been culpable in some way more 

than the others. Gus said his father never forgave him for 

disgracing the family name. 
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Gus was of two minds about the play. On the one hand, 

he really liked it. On the other hand, he kept saying that 

it was causing more trouble for him, and he would be grumpy 

about it. He drank a lot. He'd had open-heart surgery at 

the time that the play opened. And he was going back and 

forth between liking the play and not liking the play and 

liking me and not liking me. 

He died last year sometime. I was out of town. I was 

invited to his funeral, but by a second party, as though 

they weren't really even sure they wanted me to come. But 

I didn't know anything about Gus's family. He was married 

and had children, but I didn't even know the names of the 

children. It never even came up until after his death. He 

drank very heavily. I think that his death, although there 

was the little scandal about it in the Hearst press-

somebody saying there was some mystery involved with Gus's 

death, but I don't think there was a mystery at all. I 

think he fell down drunk and hit his head on something and 

that was how he died. I don't know how he made his 

living. Anyway, that was Gus. 

The strange thing is that I still don't know, and I 

suppose I could ask Manuel now, how did some of the others 

make their living? I know that Manuel Reyes and Jack 

Melendez went into some sort of, one had a little 

restaurant, one had some small business. But how Henry 
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Ynostroza, for instance, made a living, I don't know. And 

how Gus lived through the years, I don't know. 

Let's talk about Smiles. Well, actually, what I've 

told you about Smiles, I think, on the open tape is 

accurate and full. The only thing is I really don't know 

how long he worked and did he continue working as a 

metalworker or not. 

But now let me talk about Chepe [Ruiz], because Chepe 

is one of the really complex and interesting and tragic 

people involved in this. I think, perhaps, the most 

tragic. Henry and Chepe are the leading characters in 

terms of drama, in terms of the dramatic outlines of their 

lives. Very different in many ways. Chepe is part of the 

composite who's in the play, Joey. He's wisecracking, he 

is the one who called me "Grandma." In letters that are in 

the collection that I gave to the UCLA library [Department 

of Special Collections, University of California, Los 

Angeles], the letters signed "Chepe," some of them start 

"Dear Grandma." He was the youngest of the group. 

BALTER: Let me just interject something here. If I 

remember, Joey in the play is portrayed .as if he were 

Henry's younger brother. Is that correct? 

McGRATH: No. 

BALTER: Am I confusing characters? 
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McGRATH: No, you're confusing characters. It was Rudy in 

the play who was called Henry's brother. Henry, in fact, 

had a brother who's still alive at this taping, I think. 

But Chepe was the youngest. Chepe was the only one 

who was not an American citizen. It was because Chepe was 

a Mexican citizen that the Mexican consul was able to play 

a small open role in this and, in fact, a very important 

helping role to the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee, an 

unofficial role. Chepe was, I guess, I don't know how he 

made a living, but I would suppose that he made it the way 

Angel did or some related way. He was also a fantastic 

athlete. Henry Ynostroza and Manuel Delgado and Chepe, and 

to, I think, a lesser extent, Smiles, and Bobby Telles, who 

was dead by the time the play opened, were exceptional 

athletes. Their athletic ability was actually not 

recognized or developed until they went to San Quentin, 

where there was a lot of, under Warden Duffy, there was a 

lot of encouragement of athletic and music and writing 

ability of the inmates. 

BALTER: Yes. We discussed some of that before. 

McGRATH: Yes, we did. Okay. So Chepe was a boxer and was 

a hero in that kind of-- The prison population admires 

physical daring almost more than anything else. Chepe 

boxed with a broken ankle, completed a boxing match, and so 

he was-- But he was a really snappy, sharp, cute-looking, 
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bright kid, seventeen. He caught on very early that the 

political-social attitudes that I had were progressive, 

radical. I regret--this is parenthetical--but I regret now 

that I didn't feel able, I don't know whether willing, but 

probably I really didn't feel able to explain my role as a 

communist in this to them. I made it clear to them that I 

was a radical person and explained a lot of specific social 

attitudes that I had. But I didn't actually come out and 

say to them, "Look, I'm a member of the Communist Party, 

and part of the reason that I'm in the Party is the reason 

that I'm working on this. This is not a Party 

assignment. The Party is not playing the wicked role that 

the parish priest says it is." 

explicitly and openly to them. 

But I didn't come out very 

Not only did I not feel 

competent to do it at that point, but I suppose I didn't 

feel that they would believe me or understand me. After 

all, these were not heroes; these were victims. They 

didn't choose their role to be defendants in the Sleepy 

Lagoon case. So it may be that I was underestimating them, 

but I don't think so. It wasn't like people going on a 

march for peace or anything like that: they were just 

swept off the corner, you might say. So that I wasn't 

explicit to them about my political associations. 

But Chepe understood, as far as it was possible. I 

did talk about the role of the union, the role of the CIO a 
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lot . So Chepe said , "I ' m going t o be a CIO organizer when 

I get out. I'm going to fight for my people. " He used 

that expression, and it may be in the letters. But it was 

bullshit , you know. He was really bullshitting me because 

he knew that that would please me , and his aim was to 

please . He did please me, and I kind of believed him . 

well, when he got out, he didn ' t become a union 

organizer. He became a dealer or whatever , and he was back 

and in and out of prison . He became an addict himself . He 

was an alcoholic . 
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TAPE NUMBER: XII, SIDE TWO 

MARCH 31, 1985 

McGRATH: So when Chepe came out of prison, he was almost, 

I guess, immediately involved in the kinds of activities 

that were going to put him back in, as were Henry and 

Angel. This is a very convoluted story, and I've had 

different versions of it from different people. I'll try 

to make it simple and not vouch for its accuracy, but I'll 

give you the story as bits and pieces of it came to me. 

This is my impression about it. 

BALTER: What might be helpful is where possible to mention 

the source of the pieces of information, if you can or when 

you can. 

McGRATH: No, I can't, because the various pieces now have 

come together as a story. But I know that Chepe himself 

was the source of some of it, and Rudy and Lupe Leyvas are 

the source of other parts of it, and I think that Luis 

Valdez got other little pieces of it. So that it isn't 

really--

BALTER: You can't sort out--

McGRATH: No, I really can't sort out. Since I am not 

vouching for the accuracy of it, but in general, this will 

be kind of a background thing. When Chepe was in prison at 

one time, he heard that Angel was shacking up with his girl 

or wife, I'm not sure. When he came out, he vowed to get 
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even with Angel. He did the thing that is absolutely the 

very worst thing that can be done among people who have 

been to prison and out, and that is he informed. He was 

informing against Angel, with whom he wanted to get even, 

but since Henry Leyvas was in some way tied in with the 

activity that he was informing against in the case of 

Angel, he either inadvertently or on purpose got Henry back 

in prison as a result of his testimony. 

BALTER: Was this for drugs or something? 

McGRATH: Yes. So that Henry and Angel went back to 

prison, and Chepe, who also may have been entrapped on 

this-- I don't mean entrapped, I mean forced into a 

position where he made the decision to do this. Because 

he's already got a criminal record. He's an addict and 

he's an alcoholic, and I can see him being exploited, 

manipulated into this position. Not that anybody approved 

of that as a reason, but I would say that we could look at 

this and say that Chepe was pretty vulnerable at that point 

and not in a position to make any moral judgments about 

what he was doing. Anyway, this is a very hard thing to 

make moral judgments about, anyway, isn't it? 

So when Henry and Angel got out of prison on that 

account, they threatened to kill him if they ever found 

him. I don't know how serious that threat was, but Chepe 

felt that it was serious enough that he changed his name. 
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As we come to the making of Zoot Suit, Chepe is, in a 

sense, still hiding out--this is many, many years after the 

event--from Henry's family. When he came to either a 

performance of the play, if any of the Leyvases showed up, 

Chepe went out the back door, because he was still afraid 

to confront them. His name was not to be mentioned in the 

Leyvas family except with contempt and loathing. 

Chepe, who had been such a darling and cute, adorable 

seventeen-year-old, when he showed up, the first time I 

told you about, when I took him to the rehearsal, looked so 

terrible. Among other things, he had a skin condition so 

that his face was kind of mottled looking. I have a 

picture, which will be part of the material that I am going 

to give to the library. But he talked very freely to me 

about his having been an addict and having been to prison 

and having been an alcoholic and said it took him twenty 

years to get over that. 

Then he did go to work for a union, under this assumed 

name. So finally, finally Chepe has done the thing that he 

said he was going to do when he was seventeen years old. 

But years of prison and of agony and addiction have come 

between him and that. I think that is the reason why I 

think of Chepe as one of the most tragic figures. Because 

Chepe had the capacity for being a social activist all the 

time, and it was never realized until in this sort of minor 

role later in his life. So that's Chepe. 
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Now Henry was extraordinarily interesting as a 

character, different from Chepe, who sometimes played the 

role of clown and cheerful and so on. Henry had developed 

the largest chip known in the history of mankind. Henry 

was so touchy, full of such easily wounded pride, that it 

was very hard to deal with Henry on the basis of ordinary 

relationship. The roots of this thing were very clear from 

way, way back, when, as a little kid, he was convicted-- I 

think I've talked about this on the open tape, that he was 

convicted of assault with a deadly weapon for having 

knocked down a boxer whose hands were considered deadly 

weapons. By the time I had met Henry, he was a fully 

developed character in the role of someone consistently and 

constantly on a collision course with society. He spent 

many years of his life in prison. This inappropriate sense 

of pride-- I mean, the sense of pride was real, but it had 

burst its bounds you might say, that in normal--if there's 

such a thing--in ordinary life, Henry would have been a 

powerful personality and very strong and I'm sure 

domineering. But in the role that he was forced to play, 

he was more than domineering. He was guarded and 

suspicious of any kind of affront to his dignity, 

inappropriately so. He's the kind of person that if you 

haven't seen, you've heard about or seen portrayed. If 
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you're driving along and somebody taps you lightly, 

inadvertently hits your car, the guy gets up and he's ready 

to beat your brains out. That would describe Henry. If 

you inadvertently assaulted his self-regard, which was 

obviously very flimsy, his response would be 

inappropriately defensive. 

I didn't realize to what extent this was true until, 

at the celebration party-- I gave a party for the 

defendants after the whole thing was over, and two things 

startled me. I still hadn't really figured these guys 

out. They were still not altogether known to me, even by 

the time the case was over. They were minors. I think the 

drinking age at that time was twenty-one, not eighteen, and 

most of them were still under twenty-one. I was worried 

about having beer for them, but I thought, "Well, it's a 

private party and I won't have too much" and so on. They 

went through the beer in the first few minutes. Then they 

hunted around and found I had some other liquor, which they 

went through, and I suppose they had brought some liquor, 

which they went through. I was terrified that we were 

going to get busted or something. 

Then there was an event at the party which came so 

close to being a fight that it really quite took my breath 

away. 

girl. 

I didn't realize that-- Henry had come with a 

Either the girl looked at somebody else or somebody 
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looked at the girl. ~enry was in a fighting mood. He was 

going to punch this guy out, and we had to intervene to 

say, "Look, you've just come out of prison. You can't get 

into a fight right now because there are people all over 

this county who would just love to see you back in 

prison." You know, plead with him to calm down. 

BALTER: Was the person he was going to get into a fight 

with another one of the defendants or somebody else, a 

friend? 

McGRATH: I don't remember. A friend. Because there were 

more than just the defendants at the party. So after that, 

as soon as possible, I got the people out of the house and 

the party was over. But I felt very lucky that we had 

gotten through that evening without event. 

Now Henry, he wasn't stupid by any means. Henry was 

not stupid. But he was very stubborn. There are stories 

about what happened to him in the various prisons he was 

in, and the stories that were told to me by his sister Lupe 

always involve a justification for his action in terms of 

loyalty to a friend or jealousy on the part of other 

people. It's impossible for me to say how much of that was 

true and how much not. But I will say that I would accept 

the fact that Henry was a target, but he was a too easy 

target. His responses were always predictably 

overreaction. On the other hand, if he's the target, then 
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you can't blame Henry for responding. You might say he 

should have become wise enough not to overrespond, but we 

can't really make that judgment about Henry. So that he 

was always the center of something happening. As you know, 

from the stories that you've told me, little anecdotes, 

that in prison, what you want to stay away from is a 

fight. But what Henry got into, he was in the middle, you 

know. 

When he was sent to [California State Prison at] 

Folsom because of a knife fight, he may have been too close 

to that fight because he was trying to save a buddy, I 

don't know. That's Lupe's story. The prison account of it 

is different. Now between those two unreliable sources, I 

wouldn't want to choose what I would think would be the 

thing. So Henry's sent to Folsom. I mean this is bad news 

for the defense committee. Again, I run to Carey 

Mcwilliams, and I'm so upset about this and so on. He 

said, "It's not a major event. It's too bad, it's mainly 

too bad for Henry, but it doesn't change the character of 

the thing that we're doing. Because this is not about 

Henry, this is about the trial." 

BALTER: By the way, is this episode more or less the basis 

for the scene in the play where Henry's thrown in solitary 

for the months or something? 

McGRATH: Yes. I went to visit him at Folsom, which was a 
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pretty awful experience. Because at [California State 

Prison at] San Quentin, there was, perhaps not now, but 

certainly under Duffy, there was an attempt to give some 

sort of life to the prisoners, the inmates, outside of 

sitting around the cells and figuring out how they're going 

to get even with society when they get out. In Folsom 

there was absolutely no pretense that there was anything 

called rehabilitation, or if tttere was, that they were 

going to engage in it. They were just holding tanks for 

what they considered people totally unfit to live in 

society, and what they expected them to do if they ever got 

out, I don't know. But all they wanted was keep quiet 

there, just keep order. The stories about the drug trade 

going on, the whiskey-making going on, I'm sure were 

true. Because anything that would keep the inmates from 

getting into fights-- Although the whiskey-making doesn't 

seem to me now in retrospect to have been something for 

that. But, anyway, drugs keep people passive. 

But Henry's role in the whole case was ambiguous. 

Because here he was supposed to be the leader, resented by 

some of the others, denied by some of the others, gets sent 

to Folsom, which is not, for public relations, isn't good 

for us. Yet when I went to see him, seemed to, except by 

his behavior, but in his letters and his behavior to me, 

seemed to recognize the value of what we were doing, didn't 
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seem to be confused or upset or wondering about it. He had 

a certain social sense. He had a sense of injustice about 

society which he'd picked up very early, because society 

had been very unjust to him for as long as he could 

remember. But it was mixed up with the personality. The 

character and the political understanding-- I wouldn't say 

political. Social understanding. And then his 

particularly vulnerable personality. Things were all mixed 

up. So Henry also was properly, I think, as Luis portrays 

him, is a multiple character. Not that he had multiple 

personalities or anything, as psycho as that. But that 

these potentials in Henry are expressed in the play at the 

very end, when, "What happened to Henry?" And the people 

give various answers. Well, these are all various 

possibilities. One, of the real Henry, and they're also 

real possibilities of the kinds of person that Henry 

represents. 

BALTER: Yes, that was a very interesting device. 

McGRATH: That's right. But in fact it really does 

represent the actual Henry's possibilities not realized. 

Because Henry never did anything, as far as I know, except 

spend most of his life in prison. Toward the last years, 

according to Lupe, he was very active. in the Brown Beret 

organization in prison and was active in the Brown Berets 

on the east side. But I was not acquainted with Henry at 
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that time. I really lost touch with Henry after he was 

sent back to prison, and I think the family was rather 

reluctant to let me know that Henry had gone back to 

prison. I didn't meet the family again until after the 

play opened, where we had parties and reunions with the 

family. [tape recorder off] 

BALTER: I wanted to ask you, way back at the beginning of 

this discussion you mentioned some feelings among the 

defendants on the issue of whether Henry was really the 

leader of the Thirty-eighth Street gang or not. Was there 

another individual that he was in rivalry with for 

leadership or was it more that there just wasn't any 

leader? 

McGRATH: No, no, there wasn't a leader. This was told to 

me by several of the defendants on different occasions, 

including way back then, that they said, "There wasn't any 

leader." If Henry liked being called the leader of it, 

they resented that and they resented Henry for it. 

BALTER: In the trial, as I recall from looking at the 

transcript, he was portrayed by the prosecution as the 

leader, the chief instigator. 

McGRATH: Yes, he was. Yes, he was. Not only that he was 

the chief instigator, but that the whole episode revolved 

around Henry having been beaten up earlier. So that Henry 

was the focus of the thing. [tape recorder off] 
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In connecting the kinds of lives that some of these 

kids led, I think it's very interesting to note and 

recognize the importance of the fact that it wasn't just 

because these were Mexican kids. One of the "worst" gangs 

in the history of Los Angeles was a group of Russian 

immigrant kids, the second generation of whom-- The parents 

were immigrants from Russia--this is in the twenties and 

thirties--and these kids had the most feared gang in all of 

Los Angeles. The difference is that they were a very small 

group, that they were easily assimilated into society, and 

their children, we no longer hear about that: most people 

don't even know that there was this. Talking to Tom 

McGrath recently about the characters in his book This 

Coffin Has No Handles, he talks about the Irish families in 

which, for similar reasons, one kid would go into the 

priesthood-- We're talking about the boys now. The girls 

got married and had kids. One boy would go into the 

priesthood, another would become a cop, and another would 

become a criminal. That was kind of standard stuff. Those 

were the options, those were the options. I would like it 

explicit that this had nothing [inherently] to do with 

their being Mexican-Americans, but with their being a group 

in society where the options determined the kind of lives 

they led. 
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BALTER: On the open tape, there was a discussion of the 

lawsuit that some of the defendants brought against Luis 

Valdez and the Mark Taper Forum, and there was reference to 

an unnamed individual and various goings on. You're, as I 

understand it now, going to elaborate on that somewhat 

more. 

McGRATH: Yes. After the opening-- I believe it was the 

opening at the Aquarius [Theater], but it may have been the 

fall opening at the Mark Taper, but more likely in time-- I 

have records. We can consult them, and if you want to, I 

can give you dates. But the dates really aren't important, 

I don't think. I got a phone call from a man who 

identified himself as Larry Schiller, a producer, and he 

asked me the question, "How would you like to have a mini

series on CBS based on your life?" I thought that was a 

rather interesting offer, and I told him I would be very 

interested in that with a condition, the condition being 

that nothing in such a miniseries could be done in such a 

way that it would be in competition with Zoot Suit. 

Because my loyalty to Luis was based on my admiration and 

affection and friendship and so on, and I wouldn't do 

anything that would be in conflict with that. Schiller 

said to me, "Oh, no, no, no, of course not. This is about 

your life. You have such an interesting life." Then he 

told me that there would be a lot of money involved. I 
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later found out that his mention of CBS, which was supposed 

to dazzle me, was just baloney. He hoped to put something 

together and present it to CBS. He had no connection with 

CBS at that-- CBS hadn't expressed an interest in this is 

what I mean. 

So then he sent me a contract. We had a number of 

meetings, meetings with lawyers and so on, and I think he 

was an absolute rascal and liar. When he sent me the 

contract, in which there was a $25,000 advance promised, it 

was a nonexclusive contract for the story of my life, 

except for two years. Those two years happened to be the 

two years that I was working on the Sleepy Lagoon case. So 

he was lying to me when he said that there would be no 

conflict. Then he tried to get me to sign the contract, 

and he was even threatening about it. When I refused and 

accused him of dishonesty, he counterthreatened and said I 

was a streetfighter, I mean, bizarre kind of behavior. 

Then when he realized that he was not going to be able to 

get anything from me, he was responsible for going after 

George Shibley, and he was responsible, he initiated that 

rather unpleasant little piece in the California, was it. 

BALTER: I think it might have been California. 

McGRATH: California. Then it was Larry Schiller who was 

responsible for manipulating the defendants into that 

baseless suit against Luis. Because he was trying to get 
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releases from the defendants--which were meaningless, they 

really were meaningless--in order to put together something 

that he thought would be something he could sell to TV. 

The defendants themselves, I am convinced, would never have 

even thought of this, would never have initiated it. It 

was a mischievous, counterproductive and very sad kind of 

episode in this that Larry Schiller was responsible for. 

BALTER: How did you come to learn that Schiller was behind 

the Shibley article and the lawsuit, that he was involved 

in those. How did that information come to you? 

McGRATH: Well, I think it was fairly open that he was 

involved with them. The only reason I'm putting this on 

the sealed tape is that I am characterizing him as a liar 

and a rascal. 

BALTER: Oh, so in other words, at the time that this was 

going on, he was openly involved in it. 

McGRATH: Yes. It wasn't a secret. He employed people who 

did research, detective work, and he found Smiles's former 

wife. Smiles had been divorced for many years. He found 

Smiles's former wife, I don't know how. Somebody really 

did some good research on that, detective work, and found 

in her a person hostile to the picture, to me, and so on 

and so on. She put him in touch with . some of the other 

defendants. So he really worked hard to find areas in 

which he could exploit a feeling against Luis, against me, 
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against the play, so that he could produce something of his 

own. 

BALTER: Well, that's interesting, the case of Smiles's 

former wife, because that hearkens back to the episode of 

her having to go door to door--

McGRATH: To that episode, right. Which was not true, 

right. But at least it was her understanding. Well, her 

understanding at that time really was not that she had to 

go door to door. If I didn't say this on the open tape, 

what she was resentful about was that we didn't have money 

to give her. She thought of us as having lots and lots of 

money. Because we were collecting, she thought, a lot of 

money, and she was very bitter about the fact that I said 

we didn't have money to give her. 

BALTER: I think while we're on the subject, continuing of 

Zoot Suit and the making of the film, we were going to 

discuss some things about the film. What were your 

feelings about Tyne Daly's portrayal of you and other 

related matters? So why don't we move on to that now? 

McGRATH: Okay. Well, the first thing about the making of 

the film is that Luis had a number of offers, some very 

good, I think, for making Zoot Suit into a film. But he 

had several conditions: one that he should be the 

screenwriter and director, and the other was that his 

brother should play the role of Henry. 

BALTER: That would be Daniel Valdez. 
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McGRATH: Daniel Valdez. I think Daniel was extremely 

effective as Henry on the stage. In retrospect, it seems 

to me that that was not good judgment. It was admirable 

family solidarity, but I think the choice of Daniel Valdez 

as the main role of Henry probably limited the film's 

potential in terms of who was going to play with an unknown 

actor. 

So the arrangement for making the film dragged on and 

on as offers were made and then refused. Finally he 

accepted the offer in which he was the director, in which 

Danny was Henry. Then I had the first real angry time with 

Luis when he said that Karen Hensel was not going to play 

Alice. He didn't think that she understood the role, that 

she understood the character of Henry well enough to play 

the role. I thought, mistakenly, that I might have some-

I didn't have any part in the choosing of any of the other 

women who played Alice. For the film, I somehow thought-

where I got the idea I don't know, I probably just invented 

it--that I might be consulted or might have some role in 

the selecting of Alice. I'm afraid that Luis let me think 

that. He didn't tell me that, but I'm afraid he let me 

think that. Until one day I went down to talk to him, I 

went down to Universal Studios, where they were working, 

and found out that they'd already chosen someone. I was 

very angry about that. 
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I soon got over my anger, but got angry all over again 

when I went down for the first time to watch a rehearsal. 

First of all, I was touchy about the atmosphere on the set, 

which was very much like the atmosphere on other film sets 

that I've been on. They're not like the atmosphere in the 

rehearsals of the play, which were warm and friendly and 

welcoming and all of that. This was "Hush" and "Stay 

behind the rope," and so on. I was feeling a little cranky 

about this: "Hey, you guys, this is Alice you're talking 

to." I didn't do it, but that's the way I was feeling. 

So in this rather hostile and cold and unfamiliar 

atmosphere, somebody walks on the stage and starts to 

speaks lines. She's got red hair and she seems to me to be 

very harsh. I said, "Is that Alice?" They said yes. I 

turned around and walked out and left. I was so shocked, I 

think, at what I perceived to be a caricature, or at least 

a misrepresentation, of the role of Alice. 

So I stayed home and sulked for a while. Then Luis 

called me, and I went back and I watched a little of the 

shooting. Oh, I know, I went back when they were going to 

do the scenes in the Aquarius. As you know, they did some 

of the scenes right in the Aquarius Theater. But I did not 

once talk to Tyne Daly. That is, she may have been told 

the story about my walking out on this first. I have no 

idea. But in the whole time that the film was made, I did 
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not exchange a word with Tyne Daly, which struck me as 

odd. I would have thought that she might be, since she was 

playing the character that I had been, that she might want 

to talk to me. 

BALTER: Yes, I'm just thinking, as you say that, how many 

times I've read articles, they're usually just hype 

articles, but when an actress or actor is studying for a 

role or a film has just come out and the big interview in 

the Times Calendar section, that they usually say, "I 

studied and I went and I read all of his or her books or 

saw all of his or her movies or went and talked to him or 

her." Yes. So that is a little unusual. 

McGRATH: So it did seem to me unusual. When I saw the 

film, I was so disappointed. I didn't like the style. I 

felt that Alice-- See, I can now talk about myself and 

about the character as two different people, and myself as 

a third different person. After all, I'm going to be 

sixty-eight years old next week. I'm not the twenty-four

year-old person that I was, and I can look at her with a 

certain amount of objectivity and criticism and pride and 

interest: That's my twenty-four-year-old self. I can also 

look at the character of Alice on the stage and say, "Hmm, 

I like her in this and I don't like her in this, and maybe 

she's this and that." But the character on the stage I 

don't confuse with myself now or with the Alice that I 

was. 
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Looking at Tyne Daly's Alice, I thought, "She doesn't 

have enough fire. She seems ponderous, big." Alice was 

small and fiery and passionate. She seems sort of 

pompously heavy. That was the way she struck me. Then I 

loathed the red hair, I just loathed it. The other thing 

that I thought was just awful, and I didn't know why it was 

allowed, is that into the film, even after I had told Luis, 

Alice is shown going to prison wearing the sort of zoot

sui ty character. Well, I always went to the prison in the 

most straight, most dressed up, most conservative kind of 

clothes. That's what you do if you're not trying to be 

looked at as this weird intruder. I thought that was so 

inappropriate and false and that it should have been 

deleted. 

I had a sense that the film was much better than its 

commercial success. I was terribly disappointed that the 

film was not properly promoted or distributed. I thought 

it was shocking that the people in Westwood never even had 

a chance to see it. I think the film is much, much, much 

better than its history would indicate, in spite of my 

feelings. 

Because I think my feelings are so subjective that I 

finally came around to saying-- When people would ask me, 

''Well, how do you feel about Tyne Daly, her performance?" 
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or "How do you feel about Alice in the film?" instead of 

saying, "I hate it," which is what I really feel, I would 

say, "Well, it really doesn't matter. My response to this 

is so subjective that you can't go by what I feel about 

it. But I have to ask you, 'Well, how did you like Alice 

in the film?'" And a lot of the people I know, especially 

those that didn't see the play--because I don't think the 

film was as moving an experience as the play--but people 

who hadn't seen the play, who had only seen the film, many 

of them said oh, they thought that was wonderful and they 

were just so proud to know me. Got a phone call from 

Chicago from somebody who said he'd just seen the film. 

He's a lawyer who was interested in the play because of 

what it was about, but he knew me and he thought it was so 

marvelous and she was so wonderful. 

But I guess the real relationship between us, between 

Tyne Daly and me, is illustrated by a funny little thing 

that happened. She came up here to Ventura once. I had 

arranged it because a local writer, a columnist who writes 

for the Ojai Valley News, Brenda Loree, who's awfully funny 

and witty and a good writer, I thought maybe she could do a 

joint interview with us, if she could use it for the local 

paper, or maybe she could sell it some place else. Tyne 

Daly came up here. I guess we had pretended to be friends 

at the time of the opening. That was when we were very 
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courteous to each other and saying the right things. So 

she came up here. We'd had a couple of conversations, but 

never about the role. She came up here, and I have a 

picture, which will be made part of the collection thing, 

which I think shows us as having an animated conver

sation. It looks as though we're both talking at the same 

time. But Brenda, after listening to us talk and asking us 

questions, said it was impossible for her to write a story 

because our animosity, our hostility, was so open that she 

couldn't write her story. She couldn't say, "I met these 

two women, one of whom plays the other, and they hate each 

other, or they don't understand each other at all." 

I was so-- I was furious at the fact that-- Brenda 

asked a question about the role, I mean the social role of 

Alice, not the acting. "What about the social role of 

Alice?" So I give my answer, which I think is the only 

possible answer, and Tyne Daly gives an answer, something 

to the effect, "Well, as I see the character--" I'm 

thinking, "What do you mean 'As I see the character'? I am 

the character." In this sense, I felt really, "I am the 

character. Now I know Alice better than you do. You may 

have as an actress, 'My interpretation of the character is 

such and such,'" I thought, [growls] grinding my teeth at 

this. So probably it was at that point that Brenda could 

recognize that we were not sympathetic souls. But if 
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people like the role of Alice as played by Tyne Daly , then 

I'm more pleased than if they don 't like the role . 

Do we have another moment? 

BALTER : Yes . 

McGRATH: I want to thank you, Michael, for working with 

me, because you 've made it possible for me to , I think , be 

as honest as one can be in doing something like this . I 

have tried not to be self-serving ; I hope I haven ' t been. 

But I 've enjoyed it. It ' s been marvelous working with you . 

BALTER : Well , same here. 
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