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Penny: And have you been to the Women’s Centre here or are you planning to go there?
Bronwyn: I would love to go there

Penny: Because I know several years ago it would have been in the nineties, ‘92s, somewhere maybe mid-nineties. I was interviewed again it was a similar project, like they were collecting oral histories of the Sudbury Women’s Centre. 

Bronwyn: And was it the Sudbury Women’s Centre that was doing, collecting…


Penny: Yes. 

Bronwyn: Themselves, kind of thing, so they must have them on file there.

Penny: It was a grant so there might be some groundwork, I can’t think of the woman’s name who did it but Barb Garon she’s one of the coordinators there, she’s been around for a long time, she’d probably remember it. 
Bronwyn: I should check that out. It’s great to hear that they’re doing their own history, that’s really cool. Because it was never a priority for organizations because they were so busy doing their work so they never had time to collect records or but there are some organizations and all their records and documents and minutes and everything are in boxes in someone’s basement so the project sort of began with an effort to collect those materials that have been collecting dust and trying to get them to the Canadian Women’s Movement Archives in Ottawa which is where these will be going. And they’ll be available online and I will send you a transcript of the interview and 
7:00-8:00 CUT
Bronwyn: So the way I’m starting we’re trying to not just get organizational histories we’re trying to get the texture and a sense of the women who were involved in feminism in Canada and what lead them to get involved and what feminism has meant to them. The way that I’m doing it is by getting you to talk about what experiences in your early life lead you to feminism or the first question that I ask is, do you remember an early moment of gender inequality in your life? 

Penny: Okay well I do remember that quite clearly, when I was doing my undergrad degree it was in social work and I didn’t understand oppression or privilege at all. And so I would have been this was the early-70s so I didn’t really think I had been affected by inequalities as a woman I was pretty naïve and I think a lot of young women are naïve when they first go into university. So my husband and I both graduated with the same degree and he immediately went into management, well-paid jobs and I immediately went into grassroots, organizing type jobs. Now some of that is preference too, but typically women were working the grassroots organizations, not just feminists but the smaller, struggling type organizations and typically men went into management jobs or the government, I mean if you just looked at how they were streamed it was quite amazing how men and women ended up in different types of jobs and that’s what suddenly opened my eyes to the idea that women were paid a lot less for their work and that their work was of course as valuable as the work as men and we were from a systems perspective we were typically paid a lot less being in what were typically women’s jobs so I think that it was probably not when I was a student but it was early on when I started my working career and then years later when Ron and I had children, I was the main breadwinner and he stayed home and with the children and we could hardly make it on my salary, but that was our choice, to do it that way and 

Bronwyn: Why did you make that choice?

Penny: Hmmm, that’s a really good question. He had some interest in pursuing an acting career and it was just easier for him to do that and not be working anywhere else so he was, actors are often between jobs so he was between jobs quite a bit so he was home with girls and so that’s probably how it evolved that he became the stay home parent even though it was more that he was between jobs. So that’s how it ended up and then with me working full time as an Executive Director of an agency, we still could not…

Bronwyn: Where did you work?
Penny: One of the organizations that grew out of the Sudbury Women’s Centre, because when I was a Board Member of the Women’s Centre, I was President of the Board and a group of us with little kids got together and decided we needed a feminist type of drop-in play centre where we could come with our kids to play because the Women’s Centre didn’t cut it because it wasn’t really made for kids it was, it was pretty good but it wasn’t really what we wanted for families, it wasn’t really a family place. And so we developed this program, we called it the Play Centre Zizetek. Pat Tobin will probably talk about Zizetek because she always loved that name and it became a program of the Women’s Centre and then it evolved as funding was released for daycare and multi-service agencies for children and families we ended up going on our own, incorporate and we made a bigger agency call Jubilee Heritage Family Resources which is on Apple Grove Street here in Sudbury and I became the Executive Director of that organization that was kind of part two of my career because part one was pre-babies.
Bronwyn: Okay, let’s back up and go to part one

Penny: Yeah, so part one I was actually I didn’t get involved with the Women’s Centre or the women’ s movement from an activism point of view until after I had my first child I think that was, it came out of just needing more, just needing more than being home with the baby because with the first child I was home all the time. So that’s how, I just really needed more than me and the baby, like my husband going to work, I was alone a lot of the time and just didn’t, wasn’t working well for me and I had worked with someone you’ve probably come across her here, her name is Jennifer Keck, I’d worked with her at Children’s Aid.
Bronwyn: She’s a legend

Penny: Yeah, she’s a legend and she and I both worked on intake at Children’s Aid and I was just starting to be pregnant at that point and she had no sympathy for me whatever, all my aches and pains, she just said, oh come on (laughs). So she was very involved with the Women’s Centre through all of her activism which is I guess kind of how I heard about the Women’s Centre and its work and then after when I had my first child I decided I would get involved and there were women there like Pat, Ruth Reyno, Joan Kuyak was in and out at that point, a number of other women, it was a really interesting place because this would have been, well my daughter was born in ’82 so this would have been like the early 80s where it was just it was still a women’s education and advocacy type of organization rather than delivering services to women it was still more of an activism, it had a good activism role in the community and really tried to veer away from delivering services, like it didn’t want to deliver counseling services or even rape crisis services although that did evolve at the Women’s Centre, I think they were kind of a natural fit, like a sexual assault centre. So that’s really where I started and I went on the board of the Women’s Centre, was kind of a fringe board member for quite a while, not really sure how I fit into it all and then we developed the pornography action group and we lobbied the city council to place a bylaw so that pornography would be placed up and back in the bookshelves at the store because we did a little survey and the pornography was right at eye-level with the comic books and stuff like that and it was possible for municipalities to enforce a bylaw to force shopkeepers to put the pornography up so that’s what we lobbied for but in that process I learned so much about how these awful images of women through the media and what they’re portraying, some of these images portrayed as art and really its just abuse it was I even had a lot of the pornographic books here and years later I discovered them and thought, oh what would anybody think? I didn’t even know how to get rid of them. I didn’t want to bluebox them, I think we ended up just ripping them up and throwing them in the garbage because they were the really bad ones that I had, really violent ones. And we developed a pornography slideshow and we would go around to women’s groups anywhere in the community and talk about how bad these images were and the impact on women and children and so that was kind of my early activism days was more with pornography group and eventually the bylaw did get passed so we did get that. And then it evolved into, I was president of the Women’s Centre for a while and 
Bronwyn: What was that like?

Penny: (Laughs) That was very interesting to be president of a group of very strong, opinionated women and me I always felt that I was not as informed as some of these movers and shakers on the board and we were called a steering committee too not a board, and I always felt that I was not as informed of the women’s movement as I should be, you know? And so there were some hard moments because I was learning myself about oppression and when we’d talk about it, I’d think, huh? And why won’t they take money from Inco? So there were some things I just didn’t get at my early stages of feminism. We did a lot of work around choice, pro-choice activities and in Sudbury because mining is the main industry a lot of the talk about workers is often referring to men and at that point they had commissioned an artist to draw pictures on this fencing downtown, around the railway tracks and it was all men and so we along with Brenda Forman – she’s very active, many, many career changes with her – but one of the things she did was an artist so we lobbied to have one board for women and that evolved into the ‘every miner had a mother’ tea.

Bronwyn: That’s a great name

 
Penny: Yeah, we had buttons and t-shirts and it was just to talk about how women were involved with mining and the important role that women did have in mining.

Bronwyn: And this was through the Women’s Centre? 

Penny: Yeah

Bronwyn: And who did you invite? Miners?
Penny: To the tea? Yeah probably unions, it was general publics and it was run just like one of those old fashioned teas so that is something else that strikes me as something that we lobbied for. We also ran a lot of educational type conferences; the Northern Ontario Women’s Conference, always focused on education of women. And another sort very key point, I guess turning point for me or learning experience for me in the women’s movement is when, at one of these women’s conferences that we’d organizations we invited Helen Levine, from Carlton University, a very strong feminist who taught in the social work program at Carlton and she said at this conference, she was speaking to a lot of people there, and she said nobody should work more than eight hours a day, if you have to work more than that it should be shared, you should share the load and she was talking about family responsibilities that women have and still to this day shoulder the burden of the home responsibilities so that really struck home with me personally, how could I rebalance my own situation to make it fairer and so probably that’s where it evolved to Ron being the stay-at-home parent, we were just attuned to doing things in an alternative way which was quite alternative then, my parents were born in ’82 and ’86 but the ’82 one I stayed home with but the one born in ’86 he stayed home with so that was really a turning point for me in understanding what this personal is political, what that really means, how women are shouldered with some many things just as a given without anybody really questioning it. The baby needs changing, well woman get up and change that diaper, I’m hungry, get up and cook the meal. So what was neat then, later on when I became director of Jubilee Heritage we encouraged dads to participate in the board because it was a child and family centre, it was daycare and child drop-in and we had parents involved on the board and advisory committee so that we would stay in tune with their needs and so that they could be involved in decision making which is that rebalancing of the power structure to get parents who are using the service to be part of the board and the committees so again that reflected my feminist roots that we set up this organization so that it was, we celebrated the workers at the agency we wanted to make them feel special that they were valued we wanted all the program users to feel that we respected their choice we attracted quite a diverse group of parents to use our program and also on the committees we started to encourage men to come in because often things that have to do with families have to do with women so we would get these really neat guys that would come and sit in our committees and be involved with the pick-up, just really neat guys who could I could really get in tune with because really up to that point I had mostly worked with women’s groups and I was thinking, I don’t know how I would work with men on committees and boards but it worked out really well. 
Bronwyn: How does feminism play a role in your life today or since then?

Penny: Well, now I’m teaching at the college in the social services worker diploma and we have a diploma course but then we also offer a native specialty although I don’t teach in that because we try to get people with first nations’ backgrounds to teach the specialized courses, I don’t even think about it anymore, feminism is so much a part of me now, I just, I can’t even, like people just know I’m a feminist, its just part of me, I think my language, I encourage people to use inclusive language, I just personally I try not to – even though I’m probably guilty of this – I try to use power with rather than power over with my students because I have a lot of power as a professor and I try to recognize that power, I talk about the power I have intrinsic in the profession or the role I have, in the relationships and yet I try to make them see that its power with, one of the first things of course is education is power, so if they understand where my power is and the limits of my power, than they’re going to be a lot better informed to advocate for themselves and work around it too. That’s why I try and be pretty upfront about what I have and what are the limits of what I have and so I try and be respectful to all people, certainly I value people’s choices, so personally I try to follow that even with my daughters trying to help them understand what being a woman is like and being a strong woman, being a feminist, they probably are feminists although I don’t know if they’d call themselves that or not but they having grown up in an alternative lifestyle with their dad being a caregiver and with my own parents in the years that my daughters remember my mom was quite ill so my dad did all the cooking and cleaning and even when my parents would look after the children he was the main doer of stuff because my mom was just not able to do it. So to my daughters the males always played a key nurturing role, the males in their life their dad and their grandfather were nurturers so its going to be interesting to see how they shape their own families although they haven’t done that yet with such different types of role models. So personally I try to live by the principles when I’m teaching social work, social work is so much in tune with feminism or I guess that’s how I see it, I guess it is, because you have to deal with oppression all the time and privilege and helping students see how racism is such an integral part of society and how that impacts people’s choices and well people handle school and socio-economic background and trying to get that understanding and build that in. So I think I just live it now. It’s hardly intentional although I’m wondering sometime if I shouldn’t be more intentional because you hear about young women don’t want to call themselves feminist like your age, like they’re scared of the word or it has really negative connotations to some young women and then I also see again the male, young men falling to the old fashioned traditional ways like in our field social work out of 100 students we might get 15 men, and we often lose half of them. 

Bronwyn: It’s still women’s work

Penny: Yeah, it’s still understanding feelings, and emotions and expressing your opinion about relationships. It’s just harder I think perhaps, anyways I don’t see, maybe I have to start being more vocal about what it is feminists are and my early days of organizing and being a feminist were much more in the public eye, lobbying and press conferences and guest speaking at places about feminist issues, pornography, so probably in the latter part of my career here I haven’t done as much of that. But I’ve also been involved with homelessness recently I’ve been working at the college for four years so that’s one of my volunteer areas is working with some organizing committees around homelessness and of course women and homelessness is a big issue in Sudbury. We don’t have a women’s shelter for homeless women, we have a shelter for abused women so if you’re not abused you’re just homeless you get put in a hotel for two weeks, under the general welfare Ontario works and so that’s a big problem in our community we don’t have any transition services for women who don’t fall under the victims of violence they’re just kind of it terms of housing they’re in motels there’s a lot of support services, kind of, but there’s no housing. And I was part of the start of, actually it was a big change in our community, we adopted a strategy called the ‘Housing First Strategy’ and we tried to get all the support agencies on board to work towards housing first because any type of counseling with anyone with any problems if they don’t have a house, or a home, so what do they need to have a home? And a lot of time its not just a physical roof over their heads, they need a lot of other things to stay housed, so that’s been mostly my issue and again I come from the grassroots organizing background I wanted to make sure with this new strategy and new approach in our community that we were very client-oriented and client input and its hard to get a person who is homeless to get their input and feedback about what they need in terms of housing and even, we had a debate over semantics, oh they’re consumers, no they’re not, consumer implies there’s some kind of optional attendance, they’re not consumers they’re program users, clients, people who are homeless so I think that part of it again reflects the feminist roots and I also think when I established personnel policies at Jubilee Heritage, I was founding member and then became the director, we put all our board policies and we tried to inject sort of that feminist philosophy, feminist, multi-cultural philosophy.
Bronwyn: Anti-oppression

Penny: Yep, exactly. 

Bronwyn: The early days of the Women’s Centre here or maybe your early days of organizing and coming to feminism, what were some of the successes and what were some of the disappointments or challenges that you faced?
Penny: I think the highs I’ve sort of highlighted already, the pornography group, the every miner had a mother, I’m sure there were others I just can’t remember. Organizing for the play centre zizetek, the drop-in centre, you know the neat thing about that is that there was, there must have been 15 women who all had little children all around the same age and we met, and met, and met to get this thing off the ground and one person’s daughter drew a picture of her family and it was without mommy and where’s mommy? Oh she’s at a meeting and we had professional little meeting babies and they knew, my daughter at that point was two and she knew, oh well, mom’s at a meeting with mommy she would be quiet but she knew I always had a bag full of snacks and she met other friends and they would play and we would meet to organize this so it was a really neat time that part of it. And I think another high was at least getting council to listen to our advocacy piece about pornography they didn’t enact the bylaw right away because it had been struck down in Toronto and they didn’t want to enact a bylaw that they’d have to pay money to support, to keep it going or to defend. So that was appealed and then once the Toronto situation was settled then they did finally enact the bylaw here, so that was a neat time. I think the highs were meeting all the women and just working with wonderful women, just so smart and so in touch the world and understanding feminism and yet always willing to work hard to bring the message out to other women in our community, I think that’s, you could really see that process, it was just such a giving place at that time, the consciousness-raising idea still being carried on. I think the downs were, one of the big things that we struggled with is never of course having any money, to run, to support a feminist organization, we could get project money to do stuff and order one programs to deliver services which none of us really wanted to do but we had some sympathetic people in the federal government who knew what we were doing and as long as we put the proposal in to make it look like we were going to do something related to what the criteria was for the funding and we lived for years and years on project funding and because of that we burned out a lot of the coordinators and that was sad, it was going against a lot of what we believed in right which was equal pay for work of equal value and women deserve better and here we kept burning out our coordinators because they ended, they were married to the Women’s Centre, so the funding thing actually was what in the end I left of because I didn’t, I got tired I think of always fighting for money that we didn’t really want to do what we had to do and couldn’t do what we wanted to do and in the end actually I was part of a very tiny group of women, we thought the Women’s Centre should shut. And there was another group of women who thought, no, no, we’re prepared to carry on.
Bronwyn: Why did you feel it should shut down?

Penny: Just no money, like we were ending up spending so much of our energy and effort on bricks and mortar just to pay the rent and phone bill, fundraising for that and not fundraising for doing the activism part which had brought us all there originally. In hindsight I probably just should have resigned, that probably would have been the more gracious way to leave (laughs) rather than close the whole place but there were a few of us who felt strongly enough about it, we thought this isn’t going anywhere and we were sort of an integral part of the agency at that point, or the Women’s Centre, the Centre, so maybe it was naiveté or arrogance to think they couldn’t live without us (laughs) I don’t know. So anyway in the end I resigned and I think at that point I realized I should have just resigned instead of close it and I passed the ball very graciously there was no we weren’t actually fighting over, keep it open, no let’s shut it. So that part went on, that’s why I left the formal part of being in the Centre although I’ve been a good friend to the Women’s Centre over the years, they know they can call on me to help them, I’ve facilitated discussions, I’ve helped them with their board policies, I’ve done a lot of work with them for various things. But it didn’t mean I left the feminist movement, I just didn’t want to be involved with I guess the more structured part of the organizing. And on top of that leading into this Jubilee Heritage which I’ve mentioned a few times, that’s where my focus was now, I guess I had narrowed down to getting this agency up and running, and making it receptive agency, following through on our philosophy so I guess that’s where my energies were going at that point too.
Bronwyn: Your focus changes, your work changes. Did you ever experience frustration or conflict working with other women?

Penny: Actually I think that’s what made us grow, it worked as a catalyst to make us stronger in what we wanted to do, we had debate, we had disagreement, there were different political views on how things should be handled, one really funny time was when Ed Broadbent as leader of the NDP and it was federal election time, you know how the leaders go around and one woman who worked on a project with the Women’s Centre decided to invite Ed Broadbent to the Women’s Centre and on the surface it didn’t seem that bad to me at the time, but a few other, a few of the women felt, no, if we’re going to invite Ed Broadbent we have to invite the Liberal leader and the Conservative leader because we want to be seen as apolitical and non-partisan so anyway so we had to un-invite Ed Broadbent (laughs) so one woman wrote a letter to him, Dear Mr. Broadbent, no doubt you are very busy this time…(laughs) no doubt, because of the election, no doubt. So anyway we had to un-invite him, that was tense times although it was funny times within it. Another time was a group of women with the women’s centre thought our pornography action group was really lobbying for censorship. 
Bronwyn: Okay, the pornography debate is seen within the feminist movement to have been a point of fracture for a lot of women’s organizations.

Penny: Yes, yes and so we were on the heels or we were just on the verge of going to city council to advocate for this by-law and suddenly three or four women started saying well no this is censorship, we don’t agree, this isn’t consensus, that you’re moving this forward, where all along nothing had been said, so that really got my goat, I was really angry, I think I was president of the board at that time, I just couldn’t understand why they wouldn’t have said something earlier in the process, so that was, those were some tense times…

Bronwyn: You went ahead with it anyway?

Penny: We did, yeah somebody must have backed down, I guess they did, but that really wasn’t how I liked to do things either. I would have loved to have heard why, what is censorship, although they certainly agreed that pornography was bad, the images of women in there were just lies so that was, there was debate or conflict then in that first group that I was involved in, it didn’t end with people leaving, later on when I did leave it just seemed that there were, the direction that the Women’s Centre was going in was so different than how we had envisioned the Women’s Centre too that it ended up in a parting of the ways but because of different values or views of how we saw the Women’s Centre. So in the early days we still had that in common that we still the Women’s Centre  in a certain way too so that’s probably…
Bronwyn: What are the and you’ve touched on homelessness, what are some of the, or historically what have some of the big feminist issues been in Sudbury or further a field in northern Ontario?

Penny: What’s happened?

Bronwyn: What have been the big, what have been the big issues, big subjects that the hearts of feminists are tied up in here, specifically in this community?

Penny: I think one of the big areas was the, six years ago, maybe seven years ago where a woman died in her home, Kimberley Rogers, are you familiar with that?

Bronwyn: Very superficially, I’ve heard her name, she was under house arrest?

Penny: Yes, because she was charged with fraud because under the Harris government you couldn’t collect Ontario Works and OSAP because Mike Harris was very, had changed the whole welfare system and under the Ontario Works Act it was changed because women used to be able to collect it would have been called fund benefits and OSAP. IT was a way of encouraging them to go back to school and move them off social assistance and with the Harris government they made that illegal and she was charged with fraud, $13,000 that’s all it was and that her death mobilized a lot of the activists.

Bronwyn: So did she, she died in her apartment?

Penny: It was an overdose, she was nine months pregnant, she’d had some episodes of depression and she overdosed but there was a lot of things that lead up to that and there was a coroner’s inquest to try and flesh out what were some of the problems with the services that this happened to her, if it was her or was it the system and I think the coroner’s inquest came up with that the Ontario Works Act in and of itself was a key problem, a key reason for her dying, and so the I wasn’t involved with the first committee, it was called the Committee to Remember Kimberley Rogers, Jennifer Keck was kind of a mover and shaker on that one and they were the group that actually lobbied for the coroner’s inquest and they were successful with that, I became involved later with the Justice with Dignity committee where we lobbied for the government to make some of the changes around the inquest around the Ontario Works legislation more money and removing that OSAP and the zero tolerance, as soon as she was charged and found guilty she lost her all her funding, she lost her welfare so what could she do? 
Bronwyn: And she was under six months house arrest?

Penny: Yeah, so it was so, so unjust that whole system and when they finally, there was some type of legal group and won so that she would continue to get benefits. The name of that group escapes me but a legal justice group out of Toronto.

Bronwyn: LEAF?

Penny: I don’t think it was LEAF I think it was more of a Toronto based groups, so when it was actually reinstated she had to pay back the $13,000 so they were taking a portion of this welfare back every month. They were deducting this from whatever she was getting, $320 or something a month or whatever, so total, just so wrong, so anyway the Justice with Dignity group that evolved out of the Committee to Remember Kimberley Rogers was very much a feeling of responsibility in our community, that this happened on our watch, that this woman died and we had to do something about this so we lobbied for some changes to the Ontario Works legislation and I don’t know whether the lobbying worked because the government changed back to the Liberals and they have been changing some of them anyway so that was I think a mobilizing issue here in the community, personally I was involved with that and the homelessness issue. There were other things like prostitution, I wasn’t directly involved in but they were issues, how there was so many young women being prostitutes we had no transition house in Sudbury and one was started under the auspices of Elizabeth Fry they ran a transition house for a while to try to work with women not only women who were prostitutes but who had been in trouble with the law and were back living in the community again so that was a big issue for a while, unfortunately that place closed due to lack of funding which again remember back to what I was saying there’s no place for women who are homeless other than the hotels at this point now that’s apparently going to change the Salvation Army has stepped in and is supposed to be organizing or building a building or a shelter, so I hope that happens. I think that daycare has always been a huge issue, that was actually where I was involved with Jubilee, advocating for high quality childcare because childcare is a feminist issue, right, generally that’s why childcare became organized originally because of feminism and women wanting to go back to work and safe, quality places to put their children. So that’s another area where to this day it’s always, we’re still, still we don’t have a national childcare policy. We were close, with Paul Martin when the minority government got defeated we were close to having this national childcare, we were close when the NDP was in power here in Ontario, really close to getting a provincial childcare system and then they decided, no I don’t think we’d better do that now. I don’t know how many times we’ve been close, even with Paul Martin, wow, it’s going to happen this time, I don’t know how many times we’ve had the carrot dangled and gone. And fighting for quality in childcare that’s taken up a big portion of my career and with Jubilee we tried to put in all the aspects that make it a better quality childcare like paying your staff well so you have consistency, having benefits for staff so you can keep them, giving staff holidays, treating them decently, so the classic, I think it’s still true that zookeepers in Toronto are paid better than childcare workers so what do we value as a society? I did my masters thesis on this area why we leave to chance what happens to children before they start school, you know, there’s no really good policy around childhood development and early childhood education and supporting women who stay home or go to work and still giving them early childhood education, that’s all left up to chance until six and then suddenly we have this huge public education system and when you look at what we as a society spend on education, university it’s a huge chunk and college and high school is a little less, elementary school is less and preschool is like zilch and that’s just it shouldn’t be up to chance. If I’m home and I decide to raise my child at home, that’s my choice, I should still have supports, I should still be able to go in the community and have fun and play with other kids but the whole concern about child development I think its in a very thin way its there, we have the latest political word is ‘best start’ and but again they’re very thinly funded and then we have this patchwork quilt of childcare services just still not good enough.
Bronwyn: And for those who can afford it its fine

Penny: Yeah or if you have two or three kids you get subsidy, if you’ve got one kid you don’t get any. So it’s this pitting of the well-off working family against the not-so-well-off working family, they’re in the same daycare and the well-off working family is paying through their eyeballs to have their child go there and so there’s this pitting of the better off who need daycare against, because of this poor, where it never comes up when you’re talking about grade one because its all paid through our tax dollars which is more or less a progressive system, the income tax system. Instead we’re in this very regressive way we pay for childcare and if you look at Quebec actually, they’ve got this five dollar a day thing which is very fair no matter what you earn you pay five dollars a day, no I think there are subsidies for that, that need testing but if you’re well off you still will pay five dollars a day as opposed to $40 a day here in Sudbury if you have an infant, if you can find a licensed spot for your child and good luck, to find a licensed infant spot in the city but if you can find one you’re probably going to be paying anywhere between $40 and $45 a day
Bronwyn: Which hardly makes going to work worth it, for your average family…
Penny: And the other part of that is maybe it’s a good thing that people from working families, with lower incomes get to use the licensed childcare system which the non-profits of course, non-profit licensed childcare tend to be higher quality centres, better places for children, just studies have been shown, they have the elements of quality care that lead to better childhood development so in a way, with the subsidized system we are encouraging the poor working families to put their kids in a higher quality setting where the people who are well-off often can’t afford the licensed childcare and mainly, my stance is that every child deserves an enriched early childhood experience whether its through childcare or through staying home with their parents. 
Bronwyn: So it continues to be an issue

Penny: Yeah, but when I was at Jubilee of course we had our childcare centre and my younger one went to our centre and that’s so nice if you have children its just so nice to have your child right there and she knew it right? Fiona knew I was right there, she also knew I was the director so she’s say to the workers I have to call my mom so she’d give her the phone and she’d call, mom can you come down? (Laughs) 
Bronwyn: I had a similar thing, my parents both worked for a newspaper and they had a daycare onsite and I didn’t realize until much later that, that was fairly progressive and so the moms and dads would come down at lunch and feed them…
Penny: Yeah its something that I’m sure is dying, I don’t know this for a fact but you don’t hear of any work place daycares being set up I haven’t heard of any but its certainly something we should be lobbying for. Another thing to do (laughs)

Bronwyn: How have the people close to you in your life, family, friends reacted to your feminism, activism, your choices?

Penny: I think my sister actually she’s older than me, she kind of followed my lead because she ended up getting married at a fairly young age and didn’t go to university and didn’t get involved in too many other things and her marriage split up, her marriage ended and she went back to school and took social work and so she’s kind of followed and now she’s a clinical social worker and does some feminist counseling so I think in a way I was a role model for her and for my nieces there was always something odd about Aunt Penny. I think one of the things is that I tend to be outspoken although I was never argumentative because there are people around me that are not feminists and don’t understand it and really don’t agree with and I was never one to push that down anybody’s throat and one of my professors, not my professor but somebody I taught with at the university called me a gentle feminist, as opposed to those kind of, okay, make me laugh. I have a book Feminist Humor and the cover is a woman with her hands on her hips and she’s saying, okay, now make me laugh, because it used to be feminists have no sense of humor that was one of the stereotypes so a book about feminist humor was an oxymoron, no such thing. So there were times where with certain family members there would be some debate. My parents I think as old fashioned as they were really respected this, my mother liked the way I raised my children, she used to say, wow you talk to children like they’re adults, she was from another time, they were so busy picking the corn, making bread and lighting the fire and all that that you didn’t really have a lot time to be as involved with your children although they were there and they had the extended family so there were more of them to be involved with our focus on nuclear families we don’t have a lot of aunts and uncles and grandparents involved regularly and so she really respected both my children talked at a very early age and cognitively understood everything you said to them even before they could talk back and they were because I talked to them rather than yelled, a whole different way of parenting to how my mother saw parenting although she was a good parent for her time, there was nothing wrong with her parenting because I’m a product of that. So she could really see a difference and I think my dad loved that Ron was home, they used to pop in, have coffee, it was kind of neat because he was retired around the time that Ron started to stay home so it was a good thing. I think there was some misunderstanding about what feminism was among some family members who thought I was some sort of bra-burning radical anti-family, really just pretending to be married, I was really a lesbian they saw it in really negative terms, those weren’t close family, not close to me. But with friends actually you can pick your friends right? And so at this stage of my life I rarely have any feminist debates with anybody, I have chosen people like me to be around me you know, I struggle with this a bit where I work and there are women of all different ages and they’re at different phases of evolving perhaps we don’t see things the way I see them but I’m not one to debate feminism or have to be right, you know, you’re wrong I’m right, I’m not that kind of person, so
Bronwyn: Do you think there’s a difference between the way younger women – like your daughters’ age – perceive feminism and the way that you perceive it or perceived it?

Penny: I don’t think with my daughters but I think with I’m thinking more of the women I teach, I think they’re kind of curious about what is it? Who is this person? I have my one blue thumb and they say, why do you have a blue thumb? And I usually never have time to really get into it but it’s because I don’t conform. But I have to conform right, because I have to work, I have to work. I can have one blue nail but I do have my own way of thinking but sometimes you have to compromise in order to keep the peace or keep your job and so I think I’m working in a very good place for someone with my background because I consider myself a social worker first, and now I’m teaching what I’m passionate about, I don’t see myself as a teacher, I see myself as a social worker who is teaching my field right? And so I think that the younger women are I don’t find them to be very worldly that I’m seeing, I saw more I think when I taught at university but there I was teaching the upper years, I was teaching like third and fourth year students who understood oppression and feminism because that’s all part of the theoretical constructs that they learn whereas in college, its two years a lot of them are right out of high school not very politically involved in anything and they jump in teach me how to be a social worker. So how do I do this now? Precisely how do I do this? Laughs and it isn’t all that precise because there’s an art to it and I don’t see them being very worldly or understanding bigger picture things and I hear about boyfriends that are just stalking their girlfriends and filling up their voicemail boxes on their cell phones and trying to control them and the girls on the cell phones with their boyfriends crying and crying because he doesn’t understand and I don’t know maybe they’ll grow into it too, when I was 19 or 17 that’s the age they’re coming into post-secondary, I probably didn’t understand any of that either and I had to grow into it. So I hope to see myself as some type of mentor, like even in one thing if even one thing I say helps them to think, maybe things could be different, or spur them on. Some of them do end up talking to me more about it and I’ll give them Anne Bishops book, the name escapes me at this point, Becoming an Ally, I teach a community organizing course and now I can just break loose and teach them what really my passion is, about community organizing because I’ve done more of that than clinical social work.
Bronwyn: Given your experience what advice do you have for young women who are your student’s age, this is where you get to give the advice.

Penny: I would tell them to read Anne Bishops’ book (laughs) Becoming an Ally, what advice? I think I would tell them to read some of Michelle Lansberg’s writing. I love her. Joan Kuyack read some of her earlier books, I guess reading. I often tell my students to read good Canadian literature, like Margaret Atwood, to find Canadian writers that have won awards and read some of their stuff because there is feminism in there, you can pick it out if you’re aware. Even The Handmaiden’s Tale even that you can see where she’s going with that and The Edible Woman just so neat, neat stuff that I think women can identify with, especially women who don’t identify with feminism, it makes a good story. I also tell my students to pick one CBC radio program look through the guide and pick one program and listen to it, because a lot of them, it’s all news, I don’t want to listen to a station that’s all news. That’s all they hear, CBC radio and I’ll say pick one program that you can listen to once a week, like if it’s Ideas, one night a week or on the weekend, even if its comedy, I don’t care, just, it kind of raises the bar in what you think about. Or what’s his name? Cross Country Checkup on Sunday night?
Bronwyn: Rex

Penny: Even if that’s not the one I would pick, just I guess what I’m trying to say to these younger women is I don’t want to push them into read this hardcore feminist book because they’re not going to get it but if they could do something that they’re going to do anyway and get some ideas coming through osmosis that’s what I would say to them because there are some women probably like yourself who have an interest naturally in it and you will just take women’s studies or when you’re doing assignments you pick those areas because you have a natural, somebody, somehow, along the way got you interested in this movement. Your mother perhaps?
Bronwyn: My mother, perhaps laughs actually I’m lucky I have two feminist parents, my father is also…but yes, you are raised with a certain…

Penny: And you lean that way, my daughters too although neither of them would say they’re feminists or social workers I’m sure they would fit in with either of those groups quite well because that’s how they were raised. Yeah I think that if I was going to give them some advice I would say don’t let yourself be doormats, learn how to be assertive, take assertiveness training. That’s a big one, there’s so many of the younger people just don’t know how to be assertive. Be respectful you have the right to your opinion but so do I, we need to always respect each other, respect our choices. That would be some advice. 

Bronwyn: That’s good advice, that’s great advice. Do you have anything that you want to add to this interview that we haven’t talked about?

Penny: Another area for me is feminist songs, we didn’t talk about that.
Bronwyn: Really? Are you a musician?

Penny: I play guitar, yeah. So I do some I think they’re a little bit rusty but usually around International Women’s Day I’m asked to sing Bread and Roses somewhere at something. 

Bronwyn: Is there a big International Women’s Day celebration here in Sudbury? 

Penny: Yes, usually the Women’s Centre in conjunction with other groups organizes something and we have a women’s centre on campus so we commemorate the Montréal massacre, International Women’s Day and those are two really big events on campus and I think the Violence Against Women Week and the Take Back the Night March that’s big in this community, I haven’t gone for a few years but I used to be a given that I would go to that I would drag my girls to that. In fact when they moved to Toronto they kept looking for the, where’s the big parade, the women’s march, they used to call it. But I guess in Toronto instead of one big one there’s lots of little ones. Here there’s one there’s a big one, close the streets, the whole downtown, we have a police escort but in the old days we didn’t have a police escort we had to always worry about being hit by a car when we would march we used to have to stop our own cars. So I remember the first year we got a parade license and did it I thought, this seems wrong, we’ve just bought into the establishment that was the neat thing about the march we were anti-establishment we were against something, now it kind of takes the fun out of it, we’re allowed, but much safer (laughs)

Bronwyn: So you’re a musician and you play the guitar?

Penny: I play the guitar, I don’t know a lot of them but one of my favorite songs is ’62 cents for every man’s dollar’ 

Bronwyn: Oh I don’t know that one

Penny: Would you like me to sing it for you?

Bronwyn: Yeah, I’d love that.

Penny: I’m just going to get the words because I do sometimes stumble on words. I’m singer with a woman’s barbershop chorus as well. And when I say I should be doing more this is what takes up a lot of my non-working time. I learned this from a woman at the Women’s Centre, her name was Linda George she used to sing it, I just love the thought of it. Oh here’s another one; ‘There was a young woman who swallowed a lie’ I don’t know who wrote it or anything. 

PENNY PLAYS 62 CENTS FOR EVERY MAN’S DOLLAR FOR THE ARCHIVES

Bronwyn: What a great song! Who wrote this?

Penny: You know what, I don’t know, it’s one of those inherited things that I’ve collected over the years.
Bronwyn: Would you consider playing Bread and Roses for the Archives?

Penny: Sure, do it now you mean? Can my husband join me?

Bronwyn: Yeah, if he would that would be wonderful.

Penny: He has a very nice voice. 

PENNY AND RON TOUGH (PENNY’S HUSBAND) SING BREAD AND ROSES FOR THE ARCHIVES


Bronwyn: Thank you! That is such treat. 
Penny: And so the story of Bread and Roses is on this sheet
Bronwyn: I read that

Penny: Its one of the labour songs and actually the second verse is changed, because originally it said, we come marching, marching we battle too for men because they are women’s children and we’ll mother them again and those of us in the movement thought we would take some poetic license to make it a bit more equal

Bronwyn: I like it.
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