
The Making of an Activist 
Fran Hamburg 

 
I was born in 1930, a depression baby.  My father was an Episcopal minister and I was raised in a 
liberal family in a small New England town.  During the depression years tramps at the door looking 
for food or bus fare were a familiar sight but as far as I can remember there was no thought of active 
protest in our area.  There were almost no African Americans, Jews or other alien species. 
 
I  was a couple of years younger than most of my school mates and immature for my age as well, so I 
spent my time observing but not actively questioning the inconsistencies I noticed.  For example, in 
1941 I went to a small private school and realized that while there were a number of excellent teachers 
who were Jewish refugees, there were no Jews among the refugee students. That would be unthinkable 
in a school trying to attract the upper layers of society in New York City and elsewhere. At Bryn Mawr 
College in 1946, there was a similar situation with African Americans.  They were the maids and 
porters who did the work in the dorms and grounds but there was only one black student in my time 
and she commuted from Philadelphia and hung out with the foreign students.   As for women’s rights, 
Bryn Mawr blithely assumed that we would have no problem. “Our failures only marry” was a quote 
ascribed to one of our founders.  And many of us were extraordinary achievers.  
 
In 1952 I was a grad student in Madison, Wisconsin and peripherally supported efforts to defeat Joseph 
McCarthy but studies took precedence.  After dropping out of grad school I took a job at the National 
Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Md. By this time, the federal government had been desegregated but 
housing discrimination was still practiced and Maryland and Virginia were still operating with Jim 
Crow rules.  Blood banks segregated the blood supplies. Freedman’s Hospital was the only facility for 
blacks and when I drove my black pregnant lab assistant to the maternity ward and asked how I could 
come and visit she replied, “Well, you can’t say you are one of the family.” It was an eye opener for 
someone like me but this was the 50’s not the 60’s so active protest was still not my first response.  
 
Although we at NIH  had taken off from work to see Joseph Welch demolish Joseph McCarthy,  the 
pall of McCarthyism was still hanging over our heads. In 1954 I shared an apartment with a geologist. 
She was a good 12 years older than me and had been a cartographer with the Geological Survey, 
working in Washington during the war.  In 1956 she was accused of disloyalty and had to go through a 
formal security investigation with legal counsel (for which she had to pay).  Her ‘crime’ was to have 
joined the Washington Bookshop Association which made a point of being integrated. It sponsored 
lectures and sold books at a discount. It was also where Alger Hiss and Whittaker Chambers met and 
therefore a suspect organization. She was cleared but moved to Alaska shortly thereafter and eventually 
left government service.  In 1958 she came back for a visit and called a friend seeking tickets for a 
chamber music concert.  After she returned home, I suddenly found that two FBI agents were taking an 
interest in me.  Apparently, Ruth’s friend’s phone had been tapped and my number showed up.  My 
friends were all queried about my activities and my boss thought I was leaving for a job requiring 
higher clearance.  Finally, I was  summoned me for an interview and among other questions was asked 
whether I had belonged to any organizations on the Attorney General’s List of forbidden associations. 
I said I had never seen the list and was given a copy which I unfortunately misplaced in the course of 
many moves.  In addition to the obvious suspects (the Communist Party, the Ku Klux Klan, The 
Abraham Lincoln Brigade...) there were also ‘The Pittsburgh Arts League’ and ‘The Friends of Marie 
Richardson’.  I have spent many years wondering about Marie Richardson.  Fortunately for me, the 
F.B.I. decided I was harmless but I was so infuriated that I immediately joined the ACLU and that was 



the beginning of active protest for me.  
 
I left N.I.H. In 1961 and headed for Berkeley and another try at grad school.  I have a strong 
recollection of seeing students sitting in a vigil at the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis but  I was barely 
settled in and had no contacts. Then there was the ‘Free Speech Movement’ and all of a sudden instead 
of being too young, I was too old (over 30) to be trusted.  And it is true, I was much more wary than 
formerly.  The students would joke about the poorly disguised FBI agents and I would think, ‘You 
should be sure you are not just doing this for a lark.’  There were a number of anti-Vietnam War 
protests and marches and  some time in 1966-67  I marched with my infant son in a back pack. That 
was my (and his) first active protest. 
 
We moved to Midland in 1967 and protests were definitely not a way of life.  However, there was an 
anti Napalm demonstration outside the Dow Annual Meeting in 1968. Compared with Berkeley it was 
pretty tame but I felt too new to the community and too busy with two young children to add my voice.  
  
In the fall of 1967  I went to an organizational meeting for a proposed local League of Women Voters. 
That became my primary cause and I have been an active member for almost 50 years.  We did not, as 
a rule, make public demonstrations but the League taught me how to make my views known to my 
representatives and I became vocal if not marching.  
 
Due my daughter’s physical disability I was active in the getting educational and other services for the 
disabled, first on the board of the ARC and continuing when we split to form the Center for 
Independent Living, now the Disability Network. We did not march or wave signs but we hounded the 
school system to provide adequate Special Education in compliance with the new state law.  We raised 
money for a physical therapist in the schools and also employed a psychologist to help the sixth graders 
deal with the deaths of a couple of their classmates and with their hopes and fears on transitioning into 
Junior High.  We pressed for observance of handicap parking spaces, with notes left on cars or direct 
reprimands to offenders.  For several years I served on the Reece Board which provides housing for the 
disabled and briefly on the Board of the Arnold Center.  I served on the Housing Commission and 
chaired it for a few years dealing with housing needs for those with low incomes and for the disabled.  
 
The Coalition for Choice was another major cause for me and I served for over 20 years as the voice of 
‘Sally’ who answered the phone when women called for financial assistance for abortions.  In the early 
days we tried to influence our legislators by inviting them to tour the clinics in Saginaw to see the care 
provided but to no avail.  My frustration has always been that ‘pro-life’ legislators frequently do not 
even try to provide health services or family assistance that would significantly reduce the need for 
abortions.  We also scheduled talks by local clergy who supported choice and sponsored a lecture at 
Northwood given by Margaret Sanger’s grandson, Alexander. (For him, we had to provide a 
bodyguard.)  We once had a float in the Memorial Day parade but generally we kept a low profile. 
 
When my daughter was in Junior High in 1982(?), Sandy Collinson, her social studies teacher, 
assigned the students the task of working for some political cause of their choice.  Jenny chose the 
Nuclear Freeze and spent her time on the telephone while I became acquainted with a whole new group 
of peacemakers, primarily from the local Catholic community. This group organized protests at 
Wurtsmith Air Force Base in Oscoda and I joined a couple of these excursions.  The civility on both 
sides was inspirational.   Many of those protestors are now active in the local Nonviolent Peace Force.  
 



Looking back, I do not think of myself as a natural born agitator.  It took personal experience to get me 
aroused and I can think of many lost opportunities.  All of us know that after the marching and the sign 
waving we have to figure out how to ‘be the change we wish to see’.  That’s when the real work 
begins. 


