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Dedicated to my daughters,

Beth and Samantha,

and my granddaughters,

Grace and Rose

 

With the admonition in the words of George Santayana,

“those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”

 

 

And to my husband, Gary,

without whom the last half of my story could not have happened.
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Twenty years from now, you will be more disappointed by the things that you did not do than by the things you did do. So, throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.

 

– Mark Twain

 

 

If “the pill” and publication of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique and her subsequent founding of the National Organization for Women (NOW) hadn’t intruded on the 1960s, the progress of women may never have happened. But it did, played out against a backdrop of a country staggering out of control as it grappled with the paralyzing effects of war protests, assassinations and civil unrest during this conflict-ridden era.

Against this dire background, as a teenager, I had my own worlds to conquer. By age 16, I had reached some adult decisions—I would go to college, then to law school and have a career in law. While I didn’t know how I would do it, I had no doubt that I’d achieve my dreams. Dreams that saw me as someone in control of my destiny. And, like Maria in one of my favorite films, The Sound of Music, I’d climb every mountain and forge every stream to reach the far shore of my journey. I started to pay more attention to events around me. As I began this journey, it became obvious from my personal experiences how many unfair accepted practices favored first boys over girls, then men over women.

In school I became aware of how social customs encouraged more opportunities for boys and minimized those for girls, as in both academic and sports options. Even more glaring, as I matured, I saw other accepted practices where men dominated business careers and political offices at the expense of women.

While I still had a lot to figure out, I made up my mind about one thing. I had no intention to allow the winds of prejudice and injustice of a male-dominated society to prevent me from continuing on my journey. I refused to let islands of ignorance or submerged shoals of hidden practices I couldn’t see stop me.

I never let up on my dreams and I found just the encouragement I needed when I entered law school. It came in the form of a poster which read, “When There Is No Wind, Row.” I taped the poster on the wall beside the desk where I studied in the law library. I never put it into words before, but this poster explained how I had accomplished so much with so few resources. I kept that poster and followed its advice throughout my careers.

I use the plural “careers” because I had many. I always described my career path as “tacking,” a nautical term used in sailing. When I had a headwind, I couldn’t sail directly into the wind. Instead, I’d have to tack left, to port, and right, to starboard to make headway. I moved forward, but slower than if I had the wind in my sails.

I never had the wind in my sails. Most of the time, I had a headwind, so I tacked. And when there was no wind, I rowed.

Difficult as my zigzag route was, it obliged me to learn skills that would shape my future.

I entered the University of Maine in Orono in 1962 without enough funds to complete my freshman year. But I had the resolve to find a way to get my degree. I planned to continue my education at the law school in Portland—later named the University of Maine School of Law—after getting my BA. But when I approached the pre-law adviser, all he said was, “If they let you in, they won’t give you any student aid.”

At that time, women attending professional schools couldn’t get financial aid. Since I was both female and poor, and by then supporting my mother, this was a very strong headwind. So I tacked to my first career out of college—programming computers in the insurance industry.

It took a hard fought battle, but in 1972 Congress passed Title IX of the Civil Rights Act. It made it possible for women to receive financial aid for professional schools. At last I could fulfill my dream of attending law school.

At age 30, I applied to law school and was accepted. Three years later I had earned my Juris Doctor degree, my first step toward the practice of law. But law firms weren’t hiring women of my age. So I tacked again to my next career with the prestigious Cambridge-based consulting firm, Arthur D. Little, Inc., with offices around the world.

I tacked to a new course at age 40 when I joined a tax law firm, where I proceeded to become an expert in international tax matters and a rainmaker, the term used for a lawyer who brings in new business. After four years, I became a partner with the firm—later named Vacovec, Mayotte & Singer LLP—with a distinguished reputation for international tax expertise.

At 50, I tacked again, co-founding Windstar Technologies, Inc. with my husband, Gary Singer. We named the company after our sailboat “Windstar.” But we had no time for sailing after we founded Windstar.

As a result of my tacking, I became a participant in the three most transformative changes in the past 50 years—the computer revolution, the women’s rights movement and the globalization of the economy.

A colleague once asked me if I had planned my career path this way. I replied, “No, I just took the best opportunity—sometimes the only opportunity—available to me at the time. But I couldn’t have planned it better if I’d tried.”
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The nautical theme began early in my life at age 2.
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Challenges are what makes life interesting

and overcoming them is what makes life meaningful.

 

– Joshua J. Marine

 

 

“I am woman, hear me roar” is the first line of the song I Am Woman. In 1975, it became the anthem of the women’s liberation movement and the theme song for the United Nation’s International Woman’s Year.

With her moving lyrics, Helen Reddy stirred the conscience of the country about the unfair treatment of women. A decade earlier Betty Freidan’s book The Feminine Mystique started the feminist movement by exposing “the problem that had no name.” When the book was republished in 2001 for the fifth time, the New York Times book review said it “changed the world so comprehensively that it’s hard to remember how much change was called for.”
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Betty Friedan (1921 – 2006) With her publication of The Feminine Mystique in 1963, Betty Friedan is credited with sparking the second women’s rights movement in the 20th century. The first was the struggle for voting right in the early 1900s won with ratification of the 19th Amendment to the Constitution. As co-founder and president of the National Organization for Women (NOW), Friedan lobbied for new laws to help working women, such as national day care. She said, “Men are not the enemy, but the fellow victims. The real enemy is women’s denigration of themselves.”
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I could relate to the power of the song and its uplifting message. I began my careers when few doors opened for women no matter what their intelligence or talent. I endured slights, condescending attitudes and insults from decision makers who saw men as the bread winners and women only as wives and mothers.

I cringed when I heard, “A woman’s place is in the home.” But I smiled when I saw the bumper sticker, “A woman’s place is in the House—and the Senate.”

I Am Woman proclaimed our rightful place in business, relationships and career opportunities.

But as the lyrics of the song recognize, we still had “… a long, long way to go.” I knew, no matter what patriarchal barriers blocked my path, I’d have to soar over them.

 

 

Women Were Supposed To Be Sexy

 

I was a tomboy when I was young and liked to wear dungarees and climb trees. But in the 50s and 60s, girls couldn’t wear pants in school. Even in the winter. The Kennebunk middle school I attended was about a mile from my home. The winters in Maine were cold with lots of snow. I wore my dungarees under my dress for the walk to school. But I had to remove them when I got to school. We didn’t have a room to change in. I took them off in the corridor in front of my locker before going to home room. I put them on again in the corridor after classes for the walk home. You can imagine the stares I got from some of the boys.

The summer after my freshman year at college I worked as a waitress at the Howard Johnson’s restaurant on the Maine Turnpike exit to Kennebunk. We lived on Fletcher Street and I biked the mile to work. I wore the required orange and turquoise uniform and white nurses’ shoes with thick high heels. I wasn’t used to wearing high heels, and they hurt my feet.

My customers would say, “You walk like your feet hurt.”

I replied, “They do.”

When they asked why I wore high heels, I explained it was company policy. I guess high heels made our legs look sexy. Howard Johnson’s got a surprising number of comment cards that said, “Let the waitress ware low-heeled shoes.” As a result, the local management sent the requests to upper management who gave me a dispensation to wear low-heeled shoes.

In the 70s, the miniskirt became very popular. I never wore a miniskirt. It wasn’t because I didn’t have great legs. I did. I had a pretty good figure, too. When I was 17, I was a finalist in the annual summer bathing suit beauty contest held at the Colony Hotel in Kennebunkport. I didn’t wear miniskirts because I viewed them as one more fashion to make women sex objects. When I was at work, I didn’t want to distract the men with what I wore. And I didn’t have long hair either. Long hair became popular too, because girls felt long hair was sexy. But long hair required more time. I had enough to do before leaving for work without spending extra time on my hair.

In the 80s, women began to wear pant suits, but not in the legal community. Lawyers were more conservative. My law partner Maureen Mayotte and I began to wear pant suits sooner than the female lawyers at the downtown firms. We could get away with it. Our office was in the suburbs and we were partners. We had flexible work policies too. Our female associates who were new mothers brought their babies to work, maybe a first in the Boston area.

 

 

Navigating the Waters as a Career Woman

 

During the 60s, men had careers, but women had to be content with jobs—strange, because in the 20s and 30s, women did have careers. Black and white movies starring Rosalind Russell, Katherine Hepburn and Bette Davis depicted high powered women matching wits with men.

In the 40s, women played a decisive role in building war armaments. Rosie the Riveter made a stunning presence in ads supporting the war effort.

But in the 50s, attitudes shifted. “Career woman” became a dirty word. Even in the late 60s when I worked at Union Mutual Life Insurance Company as a computer programmer, women who were mothers faced pressure from some fellow employees to stay at home and care for their children.

As a way to demonstrate the unfair treatment of women on a larger scale, Gloria Steinem went undercover as a Playboy bunny. She wrote about her experience in a national magazine.
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Gloria Steinem (1934 – ) Wearing a “bunny” suit and floppy ears, Gloria Steinem gained notoriety in 1963 with her expose of behind the scene unfair treatment of women at the New York City Playboy Club. She catapulted into prominence as a writer, editor and outspoken political activist for women’s rights. In 1971, she founded Ms. Magazine and, in 1992, she created the “Take Our Daughter to Work Day” to show girls they should be proud of being smart.
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The most disconcerting behavior I encountered was from men who treated me as if I wasn’t there. It happened the first time in my senior year honor’s course in college. Two classmates and I became involved in a discussion with our professor about war. I commented, “More people are killed by automobiles in the United States each year than were killed in World War II.” Fifteen minutes later, as if an original thought, our professor made exactly the same comment. My two male classmates looked at me bewildered.

I encountered this problem when I worked with a certain manager at Union Mutual. To overcome this frustration I found it necessary to take with me one of the young men who reported to me when I met with this manager. As questions came up, I gave the answers and the young man repeated my answers. I felt like a ventriloquist. I don’t think the manager had a clue about what went on.

Another time at Union Mutual, I had an informal conversation over his cubical partition with Tom, a colleague in the Pension Department. An underwriter came by, hung over the petition and asked Tom a question. Tom didn’t know the answer, so he asked me. I gave him the answer. He gave the same answer to the underwriter. “Tom’s” answer satisfied the underwriter, so he had several follow-up questions. Each time I gave Tom the answer, and he repeated it to the underwriter. The underwriter thanked Tom, never acknowledged my presence and walked away.

After the underwriter left Tom said, “I don’t believe what just happened.”

I said, “Believe it. It isn’t the first time this has happened and it won’t be the last.”

A similar event took place more than a decade later. I was on a telephone conference call at my law firm with a male partner speaking with his client who had substantive questions about taxes.

Once again I provided detailed answers. The client spoke only to my partner. It’s obvious the client heard my voice over the phone. But to him, I didn’t exist.

When the call ended, the partner said, “He didn’t even acknowledge you. Doesn’t that make you mad?”

I replied, “If I got mad every time something like this happened I’d be a very bitter person. I just ignore it. Besides, I’ve been insulted by better people than him.”

 

 

The Challenging Life of A Married Full-Time Student

 

By the early 60s, more than 50 percent of American women were married by age 20. When I married my first husband Wayne Goodrich in 1964, I was 20 and a junior at the University of Maine in Orono (UMO). Wayne was also a full-time student at UMO, studying for his master’s degree.

While a student wife, I studied to earn a BA in history. But as the wife of a student, I also worked to earn my PHT for “Putting Hubby Through.” I joined the Mrs. Maine Club for student wives for mutual support and camaraderie. If there were any other full-time married female students at UMO at the time, I never met them. When our husbands graduated, we all received our PHT certificate.

At one club meeting, I discovered how powerful the culture to minimize women had become. A large number of women accepted their subservient role without complaint and quit college when they got married.

I urged the student wives to complete their college educations. I told them, “You may have to support your family on your own someday.” They all looked at me as if I came from outer space.

Many of young wives learned this painful truth years later when their marriages ended in divorce. As divorced mothers with children, they only had the meager wages they could earn without a college degree.

At the time, courts awarded alimony in only 15 percent of divorces. Unpaid child support could be collected only with legal action and the assistance of a lawyer.

 

 

A Working Mother Gets Little Respect

 

Still lacking adequate funds, I changed my major at UMO to history and government and took enough credits to graduate a semester early in 1966. I joined New England Mutual Life Insurance Company as a computer programmer trainee in Boston, Massachusetts. Most programmers at that time had degrees in math, history or music. It would be a long time before schools offered a degree in computer science.

Wayne had a job as a stock broker at Hayden Stone in Boston. Following a training program in New York City, he accepted a transfer to the Portland, Maine, office. So we decided to start a family, and I stopped taking the pill.

After I got pregnant, I discovered Massachusetts law restricted pregnant women from working past their sixth month. So after my sixth month, I had to leave the company. I moved back to Kennebunk, Maine, where Wayne and I grew up. We scrambled to get our apartment ready for our new family, which now also included my mother. I was 23.

When Wayne’s training program ended, I drove down to pick him up in our VW bug. I was eight months pregnant with our daughter, Beth.

In 1968, when Beth was six months old, I went back to work as a waitress and chambermaid to pay a hospital bill. At the end of the tourist season, I started to look for a full-time job. In December I began work as a computer programmer at Union Mutual Life Insurance Company in Portland.

Some were surprised to discover I was a mother. At a meeting with the head of the Actuarial Department, I saw a picture of his wife and children and commented about my daughter.

He said, “You’re married?!”

I said, “No.”

“But you have a child,”

I said, “I was married but now I’m divorced.” By 1973 Wayne and I realized our marriage didn’t satisfy either of us, so we decided to separate and then divorced.

Then he asked, “But who takes care of your daughter?” “My mother. She lives with me.”

“Oh, that’s good.”

“Yes, it is.”

He concluded, “I mean for your daughter.”

I thought it was good for my mother and me too.
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The size of your dreams must always exceed your current capacity to achieve them. If your dreams do not scare you, they are not big enough.

 

– Ellen Johnson Sirleaf

 

 

In the 60s, women were expected to support the politics of their husband. But I was more liberal than my husband, Wayne. I learned this the hard way.

In 1965, I attended an anti-Vietnam war protest meeting at UMO. The University of California Berkley organized the protest and linked participants on college campuses around the country by radio hook-up. Wayne got upset because he supported the war, as did most people at that time.

When we moved back to Kennebunk, I joined the Republican Party after Wayne became active in politics.

 

 

Real Politics Are for Men

 

In 1968, Wayne became a delegate, and I served as an alternate, to the Maine Republican State Convention. Wayne had set up campaign headquarters around the state for presidential candidate Richard Nixon. He hoped it would help get him chosen as a delegate to the Republican National Convention in Florida. Wayne was running against a doctor who had given a large amount of money to the GOP. The doctor had the support of party leaders.

When we arrived at the convention in Augusta, we went straight to the smoke-filled motel room where the Republican power brokers were selecting the delegates who would win. They shooed me away. Real politics were for men, not women.

I wandered out to the exhibit area where the county organizations had their tents. I spotted Pug Chase in the Lincoln County tent. Pug held the high profile position of county road commissioner. He was also the uncle of a good friend. I met Pug when I attended the town meeting in Whitefield Junction with my friend that spring.

I threw my arms around him and said, “Hi, Pug. I need your help.” He gave me a startled look. After I reminded him who I was, we visited the other tents together to drum up support for Wayne.

When we filed into the auditorium for the votes, I took a seat where I could watch the reaction of the GOP leaders. Much to their bewilderment, the vote between Wayne and the doctor by a show of hands was too close to call. They asked for a standing vote. When they called the vote for Wayne, the delegates from the rural counties, who were in the back of the room, all stood up. The GOP leaders hadn’t expected their authority to be challenged. I heard one of them say, “What’s going on?”

When they tallied the count, Wayne had lost by only a few votes. The result even surprised Wayne. As we were leaving, I said to him within ear shot of the puzzled GOP leaders, “I drummed up lots of votes for you, didn’t I?”

It would be 40 years before a woman became a creditable candidate for president of the United States. In 2016, Hillary Clinton became the first female presidential candidate for a major political party. But Clinton did much more to promote women’s rights than run for president.
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Hillary Clinton (1947 – ) When actress Meryl Streep introduced Secretary of State Hillary Clinton during the 2012 Women In the World Conference, Streep said Clinton not only meets heads of states, but also women leaders in grassroots organization in each country. One supporter pointed out, her picture with these activists is more than a remembrance of their meeting. “It will be my bullet-proof vest.” As a result, leaders around the world know “Women’s Rights are Human Rights” is a vital part of American policy.
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Over the years, many of my clients asked if I’d ever consider running for public office. I did hold a public office in the 70s. Kennebunk town officials appointed me to the budget board in 1971 for a three-year term. I was the board’s first female member.

Our major issues each year centered on the school budget and how much to budget for “winter roads.” One time, all six male board members showed enthusiastic support for a new snow-moving truck with a snow-blower attached. I pointed to the message on a band across the brochure cover, “Not recommended for municipalities on the ocean,” and said, “Last time I checked, Kennebunk was on the ocean.”

Another time, they voted to buy a new eight-cylinder police car over my protests. I argued for a V6 to save gas. The year after the purchase, the town garage replaced the V8 engine with a V6. It was 1973, and everyone had to wait in long lines at the gas station for their ration because of the Saudi oil embargo.

 

 

Long Overdue Changes in Attitudes and Helpful Legislation

 

Historic changes for women occurred in the 60s. We began to push back on laws restricting our rights. This resistance won us more freedom. The pill, introduced in 1960 for menstrual pain, soon became a hit but for another reason. In 1963, when my doctor prescribed it for my debilitating cramps, he said, “There’s one side effect. You can’t get pregnant.” In 1965, the U.S. Supreme Court, in Griswold v. Connecticut, overturned a state law outlawing contraception for married couples. Seven years later in 1972, the Supreme Court, in Eisenstadt v. Baird, struck down a state law prohibiting the sale of contraceptives to unmarried persons.

The pill freed women more than any legislation or court case ever could. Attitudes began to change. The U.S. Supreme Court struck down a state law requiring pregnant teachers to leave work after their third month. This led to the repeal of other restrictive employment laws for pregnant workers.

In 1963, Congress passed the Equal Pay Act (EPA) to “prohibit discrimination on account of sex in the payment of wages by employers.” In 1964, Congress passed Title VII of the Civil Rights Act banning sex discrimination in employment, along with race discrimination. Maine’s Senator Margaret Chase Smith played a pivotal role in passing the bill.
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Margaret Chase Smith (1897 – 1995) Maine’s Margaret Chase Smith became the first woman to serve in both the House and Senate. As a senator in 1950, she gave her “Declaration of Conscience” speech in opposition to Senator Joseph McCarthy’s persecution of anyone suspected of links to the Communist Party. In the mid-40s, she cosponsored the Equal Rights Amendment and broke new ground as the first woman placed in nomination for the presidency by the Republican Party.
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A conservative southern Senator had added sex discrimination to Title VII as a joke and delaying tactic. His stunt backfired when the bill became the law of the land.

But the Equal Opportunity Commission (EEOC) refused to enforce the rules against sex-segregated practices in employment. Employers remained unaware of the law or ignored it for years.

When I hunted for a job in 1966, newspaper ads still listed all high paying jobs under “Help-Wanted: Male.” As a result, women began filling the ranks of teachers, nurses, administrators and other “traditional” female occupations.

I encountered a number of sex discriminating practices on job interviews.

In 1966, Dr. Edwin H. Land, the founder of Polaroid, refused to see me for a scheduled interview when he realized I was a woman. I later learned from a friend who worked at Polaroid that Dr. Land became very supportive of female employees by 1969. Too late to help me.

Another personal example of the discrepancy between men and women occurred when I got my first job out of college as a computer programmer. I started with a salary of $4,000. A man hired the same day for the same job got $5,000.

The list goes on. By the late 60s, every interviewer asked, “Are you on birth control?” I failed to get a job with a bank in Portland in 1968. The interviewer told me, “We really don’t want to hire a woman.”

It took a while, but the job prospects for women changed when businesses introduced affirmative action programs almost a decade after Congress passed Title VII banning sex discrimination.

 

 

A New Kind of Organization and New Magazine for Women

 

In 1968, when protests to the EEOC failed to result in enforcement of Title VII and the EPA, Betty Friedan co-founded the National Organization for Women (NOW). Friedan gained renown when she started the woman’s liberation movement with her 1963 book The Feminine Mystique. NOW’s purpose was “to take action to bring women into full participation in the mainstream of American society now … in truly equal partnership with men.” As a result of pressure from NOW, an EEOC decision ruled sex-segregated want ads were illegal. NOW opened chapters around the country and began supporting “consciousness-raising” efforts where women—and a few men—got together to discuss the problems encountered by women because of their gender. I joined NOW and participated in consciousness-raising meetings.

In 1971, Gloria Steinem co-founded Ms. Magazine. The title “Ms.” for the magazine came from the new way to identify women. Before “Ms.” a woman’s title defined her marital status as married, with “Mrs.” followed by her husband’s name, or single, with “Miss” followed by her surname.

While women’s magazines at the time covered topics like saving marriages, raising babies and using the right cosmetics, Ms. Magazine addressed more serious issues for women—domestic violence, sexual harassment, date rape and the decriminalization of abortion. Ms. also broke new ground when it became the first magazine to rate presidential candidates on their support for women’s issues. Ms. Magazine continues today as an important resource for women.

I became an early subscriber and read it cover to cover every month. I also began using “Ms.” as my title. “Mrs.” didn’t seem appropriate in a work setting, and, since I wasn’t single, neither did “Miss.”
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Engrossed in Ms. Magazine, 1975

 

 

Congress Gets a Conscience with the Civil Rights Act

 

In 1972, Congress passed Title IX of the Civil Rights Act banning sex discrimination in education. Title IX is best known for requiring equal access for women into college sports programs. But Title IX also gave women access to student aid for professional schools.

Long-time feminist activist and congresswoman Bella Abzug helped to pass Title IX.
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Bella Abzug (1920 – 1998) Famous for wearing wide-brimmed hats to distinguish herself for the firm’s secretaries, Bella Abzug began practicing law in the 1940s. She won a seat in Congress and was one of the first to submit a bill in support of gay rights, the Equality Act of 1974. As a prominent feminist activist, she developed the Women’s Caucus to get women involved in all phases of planning and development of United Nations conferences.
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I couldn’t go to law school right after college in 1966 because of the lack of student aid for women. They might have to let me in but they weren’t going to pay me to be there. I began law school in 1975 when I was 31, thanks to Title IX and federal guaranteed student loans.

In 1972, Congress also passed the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). Its objective: “Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or any State on account of sex.” An earlier version had been introduced to Congress in 1923. Although the ERA had widespread support, it failed to gain required passage by three-quarters of the states.

To paraphrase Helen Reddy again, we still had a long, long way to go.

 

 

The Last Bastion of Male Chauvinism

 

The more strident women liberationists referred to men who refused to change their attitudes toward women as “male chauvinist pigs.” I never used the term. I liked men and had empathy for people who, all of a sudden, discovered their world had changed.

In 1985, I attended a tax seminar given by several major accounting firms. By coincidence, that morning the newspaper had a story with the headline, “Major Accounting Firms: The Last Bastion of Male Chauvinism.” One speaker talked about the article. He spoke about the good opportunities for women in the accounting firms where his daughter now worked. But he said, “There are few experienced women in the pipeline for advancement into the ranks of management.”

I met him at the break and told him I had been part of first group of female tax specialists hired by a major accounting firm in the mid-70s. I explained that, after a few months, I still hadn’t learned about their training programs. So I asked a senior tax specialist about it. He told me about the requirements to get a Master of Laws (LL.M) in Taxation at Boston University and to become a Certified Public Accountant (CPA).

While all the men had received this information, the women hadn’t. I went to the man in charge of administration and told him he needed to give the same information to the women. I ended my story by telling the seminar speaker, “And that is why there are so few experienced women in the pipeline.”

 

 

Women and Their Influence on the Law

 

In the 80s and 90s, women made up a small but growing minority in the legal profession. In 1981, President Ronald Reagan appointed the first woman to the Supreme Court, Sandra Day O’Connor. She served as the sole woman on the Court for more than a decade until President William Clinton appointed Ruth Bader Ginsberg in 1993. Justice O’Connor retired in 2005. We now have three female justices on the Supreme Court thanks to President Barack Obama. He appointed two female justices: Justice Sonia Sotomayor in 2009 and Justice Elena Kagan in 2010, still a minority of three, but a very articulate, vocal minority who would be heard.

By the 90s, women had begun making inroads in the state courts. For the first time in the history of the Massachusetts Appeals Court, an all-woman panel of appellate judges sat on the bench together. The justices sit in panels of three and rotate, so the composition of a panel changes on a regular basis. At one point on that same day, women made up all of the key participants—the three justices, the clerk, the court officer and the two attorneys.

But women remained a small minority of the tax lawyers. After I entered private practice in 1985, I joined the International Fiscal Association (IFA) to find experts in the tax laws of other countries. IFA’s membership—5,000 when I joined but now more than 10,000—consists of international tax lawyers and accountants from over 90 countries. At the very first meeting I attended, the Global Congress in Amsterdam in 1988, of the 1,500 participants only 15 of us were female.

At the conference I became friendly with a female lawyer from Bogota, Columbia. She was a very pretty, young woman and a divorcee. A persistent tax lawyer from Cyprus pursued her, so she drafted me to serve as her chaperone. I’m not a night person, but wherever she went after hours I remained with her, much to her pursuer’s annoyance. I did my job well and kept him at bay for the duration of the conference.

While the ranks of women in accounting firms have grown, women still comprise less than a third of tax lawyers.

Our law firm, Vacovec, Mayotte & Singer may have had the distinction as the first law partnership in the Greater Boston area, other than women only firms, with a female majority—Maureen Mayotte and me. In 1990, the firm had the opportunity to have the firm’s name affixed to a room in the rehabbed Massachusetts Bar Association headquarters. Our partner Ken Vacovec was the association’s president that year. As a nod to the “traditional” role of women, Maureen and I chose the kitchen. I sent our choice to the MBA with the message “… in recognition of the fact that, at a time when there were few female partners in area law firms, Ken Vacovec had guts enough to have two of them.” Female lawyers represent only about 20 percent of equity partners in law firms today.

 

 

A Pushback on Affirmative Action

 

In the 90s, twenty years after affirmative action policies had been implemented, men began to view themselves as victims of these policies.

Businesses and colleges adopted affirmative action policies in the 70s to give special consideration to groups who had been excluded from opportunities because of their sex or race. After Union Mutual implemented their policy, a vice president told me I had been identified as one of the women qualified for advancement into upper management. I told him, “You’re two years too late. I sold my house and I’m leaving for law school.” I began planning for law school two years before when I learned I didn’t get a management job because two men reporting to the position refused to work for a woman. I had gone too far to turn back.

In 1995, my law partner Ken Vacovec voiced his support for affirmative action when he was interviewed by Lawyers Weekly as president-elect of the Massachusetts Bar Association. Ken and the MBA supported affirmative action, but the interviewer did not. The paper published two editorials the following week, one against and one for affirmative action.

The author of the first letter, a long-standing MBA member, described affirmative action as “dubious exercises in allocating individual rights from one person to another based on a ‘pseudo protected status.’” He was critical of Governor William Weld’s nomination of Margaret H. Marshall to the Supreme Judicial Court. He described Weld as dangling “only female and minority candidates from his pool of potential nominees before he ultimately fished a white female out of the barrel.”

At the time she was appointed, Margaret Marshall was Harvard University’s general counsel, the first woman to hold that position. Not a bad “catch” by the governor!
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Margaret Marshall (1944 – ) Born in South Africa, Margaret Marshall moved to the United States to escape political persecution. She was the second woman appointed to the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court, the oldest court in the United States. She served as chief justice for 11 years, the first woman to hold that position in its 300-year history. During her 14 years on the bench, she wrote more than 300 opinions, many of them groundbreaking.
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The second letter was mine—“Vacovec’s Partner Defends Affirmative Action.” I explained the reasons for the policy with a litany of the discrimination I had faced. I made it clear I didn’t support quotas noting, “In the 1970s, my law school limited the number of female students with a 25-percent quota.” I ended with, “When quality public education is available once again for those among us who lack other educational opportunities and employers make their decisions based on merit, we will no longer need affirmative action remedies and programs. Until then we do.”

My law school dean took me to task for my quota comment. But I had the statistics to back up my statement and sent them to him. I still have those statistics.

Without that quota, law school classes following the passage of Title IX might have had a majority of women, many of them older. As it was, there were only two women over 30 in my law school class, and I was one of them. One of the lucky ones.
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I am thankful for all of those who said no to me. It’s because of them I’m doing it myself.

 

– Albert Einstein

 

 

Along with the diploma I received when I graduated from the University of Maine in Orono in 1966 came the burden of student loan debt. Although $2,200 might not seem high today, it exceeded 50 percent of the salary for my first job.

Today, 70 percent of young people leave school with student loan debt of on average $35,000. In 1966 the percent of those with student debt was so small it wasn’t even tabulated. Most often, the few students with loans owed only a few hundred dollars. But I had so many loans they had to list some in the margins of the debt summary I received from the university. I would be over 40 when I made the final payment on my undergraduate and law school loans.

I became desperate to find a job. It didn’t matter that I graduated in the top of my class. As a woman seeking employment, I soon discovered a barrier that kept high-level jobs beyond my reach.

 

 

Job Opportunities Were Segregated by Sex

 

I was surprised and frustrated when I checked the classified section of the Boston newspapers and discovered the ads segregated by sex. Jobs under “Female” listed positions for teachers, nurses, secretaries and Girl-Friday administrative positions. Jobs for “Male” offered all the good, higher-paying jobs with career potential.

In my first week of searching, I answered an ad for the best “female” position, a Girl-Friday job and managed to get an interview. It wasn’t my first preference for employment. But I felt it offered a hope for advancement once I proved my abilities. As part of the interview I had to take a typing test. I could type but not fast enough. Worse, I didn’t take shorthand.

Hollywood showcased the plight of intelligent women relegated to lower level jobs in the comedy 9 to 5, starring Jane Fonda, Lily Tomlin and Dolly Parton.
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Dolly Parton (1946 – ) The most honored female country singer, Dolly Parton is also a songwriter, businesswoman, humanitarian, author and actress. She starred with Jane Fonda and Lily Tomlin in the 1980 film 9 to 5, as office workers who take revenge on their sexist, egotistical, lying and hypocritical bigot boss. Her record “9 to 5” was a hit song that year. The movie struck a nerve with working women and made it one of the 20 highest grossing comedies, earning $3.9 million in its first week.
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The woman interviewer sensed my frustration. She told me, “With your college grades you should be looking for a higher level job.” I felt encouraged when she gave me the name of an employment agency. With high hopes I made an appointment for the next day.

My enthusiasm faded when I got to the agency. It consisted of two rooms on the second floor of an old building. The secretary greeted me and led me into the next room where she introduced me to a disheveled older man with fly-away hair and wire-rimmed glasses. He took a quick glance at my resume and wasted no time getting right to business. As I sat down, he explained the arrangement and said, “You’ll pay my fee from your first salary check.”

It sounded reasonable enough. I thought, “I hope he has some good openings.” He did.

I watched as his fingers flipped though his card file of potential employers. He paused each time he found a job with qualifications matching my credentials and muttered without looking up at me, “They won’t interview a woman.”

At last he found two prospects. He arranged for interviews that week.

He scheduled my first interview at the Polaroid Corporation in Cambridge. The position looked promising: executive assistant to Dr. Erwin Land, the company’s founder and president. I arrived at Polaroid’s impressive art deco building on Memorial Drive and thought, “This would be a great place to work.”

Dressed in my only suit, I walked up the steps to the entrance. Just as I opened the door, a young woman grabbed the door and blocked my entry. Somewhat embarrassed, she told me, “Dr. Land refuses to interview a woman.”

Stunned and without saying a word, I turned and walked back down the steps. I wondered if this is the kind of impenetrable barrier I would continue to encounter as a woman looking for a high-level job. I still relive that painful memory whenever I drive by that building.

Years later on a train to New York City, by coincidence, I shared a seat with a singer with the Metropolitan Opera. We swapped stories about the lingering prejudices and unfairness toward women in the workplace. I told her about my appalling experience at Polaroid. To my amazement she said, “I can tell you who got that job. My brother!” What are the odds of such a meeting?

My second interview was scheduled with John Hancock Insurance Company at 9:00 a.m. the following day. I arrived on time with the upsetting Polaroid experience still fresh in my mind. I introduced myself to the Personnel Department receptionist. She phoned the personnel officer and told him I had arrived for my appointment. She hung up and said, “He is very busy and can’t see you now.”

I settled in a seat in the reception area and began reading a book I brought with me. Every hour or so, I walked over to the receptionist to remind her about my appointment. Each time she told me the personnel officer was busy and would fit me in as soon as possible. At noon, I think she took pity on me and invited me to have lunch with her in the company cafeteria.

Finally, at 4:00 p.m., wanting to avoid the MTA during rush hour and not willing to give up, I walked over and asked the receptionist to make an appointment for the next day. She checked with the personnel officer and said, “Oh, he can see you now.”

I guess he figured I wasn’t going to go away. When I entered his office, he stood up, greeted me and managed an apology, “I’m sorry for keeping you waiting.”

I said, “That’s OK. I read Moby Dick.”

He glared at me and said, “Are you being sarcastic?”

I said, “No. I started reading Moby Dick on the T this morning and finished it while waiting.” I took the book out of my purse to show him. “You didn’t expect me to sit out here from 9 in the morning till 4 o’clock doing nothing did you?”

The interview went downhill from there.

 

 

I “Bridge” New Programming Opportunities

 

The next day I met with my employment agent and described the disastrous two interviews. I said, “You didn’t tell them I’m a woman, did you?”

He shrugged and said, “They didn’t specify a man, and you have the credentials they wanted.”

Holding my tongue in check, I replied, “Do me a favor. Tell them I’m a woman before you set up an interview. Otherwise, I’m going to waste a lot of time.” He scheduled my next interview at New England Mutual Life Insurance Company for the following Monday. He told them I was a woman.

The interview went well, and I felt thrilled when they offered me a job in the Personnel Department. But the personnel officer said, “We need computer programmers. We don’t have enough applicants to fill the growing number of jobs.” I assumed he meant men. “From what I see on your resume, I’m sure you can do the job.”

I didn’t even know what a computer was. At the time, almost no one did. Eager to try anything I agreed to interview with the vice president of Data Processing. He was a young man in his early 30s. I sat and waited while he scanned my resume. He leaned back in his chair sizing me up. I expected him to ask me traditional questions of applicants like what my goals and aspirations were and how I could help the company. Instead he said, “I see you’ve listed bridge as a hobby.”

Surprised and a little relieved, I said, “Yes, I played bridge several times a week in college.”

He began questioning me about bidding conventions. “Do you play Blackwood?”

I said, “Yes.”

He said, “Describe it.”

Without missing a beat I explained, “It’s a four-no-trump bid used to ask your partner for the number of aces in his hand. A response of five clubs means zero or four aces. Five diamonds means one ace, five hearts means two and five spades means three.”

He smiled and said, “Yes. Very good.”

To my delight we had a spirited chat about the intricacies of playing bridge for a few minutes. At last, he got around to describe the duties of a computer programmer. I told him, “This all sounds new to me, but I believe I have the skills to learn the job. Given the opportunity, I’m sure I could do very well.”

I must have impressed him enough because Personnel offered me the computer programmer trainee position. They also said they would keep the job in the Personnel Department open for me for three months in case I changed my mind. I didn’t.

I was elated when they told me my annual salary would be $4,000. Strange as it seems, thanks to my knowledge of bridge, I began my computer career.

 

 

We Moved Back to Maine

 

In 1966, both my husband Wayne and I had found jobs we liked in Boston. Me at New England Mutual. Wayne at Hayden Stone, a brokerage house. Later that year Wayne had an offer to transfer to his company’s office in Portland, Maine, so we decided to start a family. We found a place to live in Kennebunk.

We decided it would be best if I continued working at New England Mutual while he trained in New York City. I arranged to live with friends in Tewksbury. By then I was pregnant and could only work through my sixth month of pregnancy. State law didn’t allow me to work longer.

Two events would change society’s view of pregnant women. One: The Supreme Court struck down a law requiring pregnant teachers to leave work after their third month. The second: Lucille Ball’s I Love Lucy episodes showed her pregnant and about to give birth.
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Lucille Ball (1911 – 1989) Best known for her television show I Love Lucy, Lucille Ball started at RKO in B-movies. She became the first women to own a production company, Desilu, co-owned with her husband and co-star Desi Arnez. Desilu produced other TV shows including Star Trek and Mission Impossible and laid the groundwork for syndication. She broke new ground as an actress, both by depicting her multicultural marriage—Desi was “Hispanic”—and her very real pregnancy in historic I Love Lucy episodes.
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I moved back to Kennebunk and Wayne joined me two months later. Our daughter Beth was born that November.

Serious problems arose when Beth was six months old. Wayne had an emergency stay at a hospital, and we had bills we couldn’t pay. Bill collectors began to call us.

I realized I had to go back to work fast to pay the bills. So I contacted the owner of the Sundial Hotel, a summer hotel at Kennebunk Beach where I had worked during high school, and got a job as a chambermaid. I started my day at 8:30 in the morning. I took a second job as a waitress at Nunan’s Lobster Hut in Cape Porpoise. Cape Porpoise is a picturesque section of Kennebunkport with a working fishermen’s dock. It was the site of a minor naval skirmish near the end of the American Revolutionary War.

The days were long and exhausting. I didn’t have a car, so Wayne dropped me at the Sundial before he went to work in Portland. Captain Nunan, the owner of the Lobster Hut, picked me up there just before lunch and gave me a ride to the restaurant. Without a ride home between lunch and dinner, I sat at a booth and read. Wayne picked me up around 8:30 p.m. And when he couldn’t, Captain Nunan drove me home.

Captain Nunan epitomized an authentic old salt. After years of schooner fishing on the Grand Banks off the coast of Maine, he opened his restaurant in 1953. His business began as a few picnic tables where he served customers boiled lobsters. The first building consisted of an oversized hut. As business improved over the years, he added new sections. The air conditioning consisted of a sprinkler on top of the tarpapered roof.

Captain Nunan wrote the daily per pound price of lobster on a blackboard outside the restaurant. One day he wrote, “Too hot to work.” Tourists stopped to take pictures of the sign. While I enjoyed the time off, I missed the tips.

Nunan’s had the reputation as the best lobster restaurant in Maine. Word-of-mouth kept business booming. Customers came from all around the country. One visitor from Wisconsin said, “A friend told me if I ever visited Maine, I had to eat lobster at Nunan’s.”

One night I was waiting on group of six young men. Someone pointed out to me one was George Bush. The Bush family has a summer residence at Walker’s Point not far from Nunan’s. The group was boisterous and demanding and I was waiting on lots of other customers too. I didn’t understand the extent of the disrespect for us year-round residents until a teenage visitor from Canada told me, “You know, summer residents refer to you as ‘townies from the bunk.’”

When George asked for more butter, I had become frazzled from all their demands and brought him hard, cold butter patties for his rolls. I plunked down the butter paddies. As I hurried to wait on my other customers, it struck me he probably wanted drawn butter for his lobster, but I didn’t have time to correct my error. I don’t remember if they left a tip.

When the tourist season ended, Wayne and I decided I should continue to work so we could buy a home. I hoped my skills as a computer programmer would help me get interviews even though I was a woman.




[image: ]

 

You don’t choose your family.

They are God’s gift to you as you are to them.

 

– Desmond Tutu

 

 

My father and mother, Paul Noyes and Grace Smith Noyes, were born at the turn of the last century. Their families—Noyes and Smith—have deep roots in New England dating to the early 1600s. Several ancestors came over on the Mayflower, including Plymouth Colony governors William Brewster and Thomas Pence.

I can trace my father’s genealogy back even further. He has royalty in his bloodline. They included Charlemagne, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire until 814 and England’s King John, the arch-rival in the tales of Robin Hood. But I think my most fascinating ancestor was King John’s mother, Eleanor of Aquitaine, wife of Henry II. Katherine Hepburn portrayed her in the 1968 movie The Lion In Winter.
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Katherine Hepburn (1907 – 2003) Named the greatest female star in Hollywood history by the American Film Institute, Katherine Hepburn became the epitome of the “modern woman.” On and off the screen she demonstrated her intelligence and independence. She displayed her assertive personality by wearing trousers long before they became fashionable for women. She won four academy awards for Best Actress including for her portrayal of Eleanor of Aquitaine in The Lion In Winter.
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Eleanor of Aquitaine lived to age 81. Historians claim she had a youthful look all her life. I think I got her genes. I’m flattered when people show surprise when they learn my age and say I look at least 10 years younger.

My father told me his mother was one-half Passamaquoddy Indian, one of the Wabanaki tribes of New England. During King Philip’s War (1675-1678), the Wabanakis captured Smith ancestors in the raids called the York Massacres and forced them to go to Canada. While some stayed with the Indian tribe in Canada, others preferred to become “redeemed” to Maine.

My grandmother’s Indian ancestry was evident from old photos. She had jet black hair and high cheekbones. I inherited her high cheek bones and deeper Indian skin coloring. My friends refer to these characteristics as my “unusual physiognomy.” My grandmother had a college education at a normal school, the term for a teacher’s college at the time. A remarkable feat for a woman in the late 1800s. Another pioneering trait I inherited from her: sailing into uncharted waters.
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