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Listening In with Rose Norwood

—Camille Norton
by Camille Norton
On Friday, March 2, “Listen
ing In,” a play dramatizing
the first Boston Telephone
Operator’s Strike, will open at
The Newbury Street Theater.
Rose Norwood, the last
living survivor of that 1919
strike, has proved to be an
invaluable source person to
those involved with the
production of “Listening In”
and in early January I went to
visit her. The following text is
the outcome of that talk.
Rose Norwood has been a
union organizer all of her life,
and lives to tell of it to teams
of oral historians who arrive
dragging tape recorders in
much the same manner as their
predecessors. Those transcripts
are the stuff doctoral theses
are made of and Norwood’s
voice grows old, telling the
same story over and over. Yet
she pins her best brooch on the
bodice of her dress and waits
for them, for that is her life
now.
Twelve years ago Norwood
organized the five thousand
retail workers at Jordan
Marsh. It was a dogged cam
paign, interrupted by store
detectives and company
hounds, but it was, as most of
her union drives were, success
ful.
“I would go out one door,
turn around and come back
through another,” she said.
Now when she goes into
Jordan Marsh as a customer,
she is as ruthless as ever. It’s
the trade unionist in her, a per
spective that will not be
weaned away through mere re
tirement or old age. “I tell the
girls they should have chairs
behind their counters so that
they can sit. It’s in the con
tract. The managers at
Jordan’s still think I’m organ
izing/’ She beams wickedly at

the idea of this deception.
After a union settlement at
Jordan Marsh, Norwood mi
grated north to organize the
shipyard workers in Portland,
Maine. This marked the end of
a free-lance organizing career
that spanned some sixty odd
years. Union drives run into
one another and it is union
that constitutes the fabric of
her life. “Union was like a
religion to me,” Norwood
commented. She was a presi
dent of The Women’s Trade
Union in the 1940’s, long after
its political heyday. Prior to
World War I, the WTU had
struggled with issues of race,
sex and class, but by the time
Norwood came to power it
had established solidarity with
a position of trade unionism.
Norwood has organized
telephone operators, laundry
workers, garment workers,
jewelry workers, retail clerks
and shipyard workers, yet
there is no pension waiting for
her now, and no social secur
ity benefits. She was a maver
ick who began union organiz
ing long before the era of
government stipends. Rose
Norwood, who has campaign
ed for labor all of her life, has
been cheated by it in the end.
Yet she can still say, “If
you’re for labor, you’re OK
with me.”
She lives now in a hotel that
fans out over Commonwealth
Avenue in Boston, removed
from the worst of urbanity
while settled in the midst of it.
Access to her apartment is de
termined by the strong security
force in the lobby of the hotel,
yet she is not afraid of any
thing except a connection with
radical organizations.
“My
children have government
jobs,” she explains.
Norwood is a strong, greyhaired woman whose eyes
swim out behind thick, pre

scription lenses. Violet stones
gleam in her ears and at the
nape of a floral shirtwaist.
Pictures of Eleanor Roosevelt
addressing a convention and
John Kennedy at the height of
his presidency hobnob with
Bnai B’rith honorariums,
union plaques, union portraits,
pictures of grandchildren. The
walls are covered by original paintings that she inherited in
lieu of pay for union work.
Rose Norwood will not
reveal her age to anyone. That
is her last, admissible vanity.
Calculations place her some
where in her middle seventies.
She was conceived in Russia,
carried across the Atlantic and
born on Hanover Street in
Boston’s North End, the
second daughter of Russian
immigrant Jews. Her father
found work in a sweatshop,
the status quo for immigrant
Jews who comprised the gar
ment trade, and when he came
home late at night talking
union, Rose listened. That was
the beginning of a conscious
ness which perceived union as
something akin to survival
itself. She admits that unions
have changed over the years.
“It used to be that you
could go into people’s
homes,” she said. “You don’t
do that anymore. The streets
are too dangerous at night.”
She spoke of modern organi
zational strategies, noting a
depersonalization in - approach,
a reliance on surveys, statistics.
It is clear that she loved the per
sonal element of her work
which led to alliances with
women that lasted half a life
time. Those women are dead
now. She describes herself as
the last of “the pioneers.”
She was aware of the differ
ence between herself and
women who remained within
the home as mothers and
wives. “I knew I didn’t belong
to that group. Now, when I
meet them, they say, ‘Oh,
you’re still alive!’” She.mar
ried in 1922 and remarks, “My
poor husband, I don’t know
where he got the patience. I
could have married a business
man but no, this man that I
married thought union was a
good idea.”
Rose Norwood would not
identify herself as a feminist
per se; she was a trade union
ist first and foremost. Femin
ists were described as women
of the leisure class “hollering
about the right to vote,” but
she added, “The workers
thought it was a good idea. If
the drunks in the commons
could vote, why couldn’t we?”
She spoke of the political cli
mate surrounding the begin
ning of the century, focusing
on the activism of the Jewish
immigrants who had escaped
pogroms in Europe. “They
wanted freedom in a hurry and
thought that socialism was the
best way. I can’t tell you how
many of them found disap
pointment in this country.”
Norwood was no socialist
but admired the Jewish girls in
the garment trades for their
political insight; it was un

equaled among the non-Jewish
working class and Norwood,
then employed as a telephone
operator, worked amidst gen
tiles. The telephone company
had a policy on the hiring of
Jews. Norwood, although a
Jew, had been an exception.
Eventually, union involvement
led Norwood to participation
in other political arenas:
prison reform, world peace
campaigns, anti-armament ef
forts. She alluded to support
for Sacco and Vanzetti. In
summing up her keenest poli
tical lessons, she said, “We
were taught, politically, to
elect your friends and defeat
your enemies.”
In 1912, at the age of 16,
Rose Norwood went to work
for the New England Tele
phone Company and made six
dollars a week. Six dollars a
week was not a living wage;
women were expected to pool
their earnings with family
members. The hours were
long, the pay was poor, the
women had no right to col
lective bargaining, though
they were technically part of
The International Brother
hood of Electrical Workers.
Within the union itself,
women had little say. They
were allotted half a vote as op
posed to the full male vote and
placed in a separate depart
ment where they were dealt
with via a liaison from the
union international.
The IBEW decreed that it
was not the time for women to
strike. The operators turned to
The Women’s Educational
and Industrial Union which re
ferred them to The Women’s
Trade Union League, a sup
port network sponsored by a
group of Wellesley College
women who termed themselves
“allies” to working women.
The WTUL was responsible
for grooming organizers with
in the rank and file. Rose Nor
wood was one of those
women. Julia O’Connor, an
indefatigable, relentless organ
izer who died in the 1960’s, was
another. The telephone opera
tors found themselves in busi

ness and for five days in April
1919, they struck for better
wages and the right to collective
bargaining, defying IBEW
sanctions and the dictates of
Albert Burleson, the Post
master General who decried
any union drive as “unpatri
otic.”
The women won their cam
paign though news of it was
swallowed by the more urgent
fanfare of WWI. It has been
granted no place in history
texts, though its tone reflected
a new agressiveness on the part
of women workers, and its
ramifications affected the
directions of many lives. For
those of us digging oiit the
roots of women’s history, this
is not surprising.
Rose Norwood bribes her
visitors with tea and cake and
settles into her favorite chair.
“What you girls are doing is
really important,” she says.
“Come back any time,” she
offers, and as a parting shot,
“I like it when the girls come
and talk to me.” Rose Nor
wood plans to attend the
opening of “Listening In.”
Author’s Note: ‘‘Listening
In” is a dramatization of the 11
days in April 1919 that in
clude the events preceding the
Telephone Operator’s Strike.
Aided by Norwood’s accounts
of the dynamics between the
women involved, ‘‘Listening
In” focuses on the particulars
of the strike by treating its
undercurrents: the paternalism
of the press and male power
figures involved, the sexism in
herent in family life and the
emergence from it by women
who begin to find their voice
collectively through mutual
support, as evidenced by this
strike which was conducted
entirely by women. ‘‘Listening
In” opens Friday, March 2,
at Newbury Street Theater,
565 Boylston St., Boston, with
a performance at 8:00 pm that
is free to the public; it will
run through April on consecu
tive Thursday, Friday, and
Saturday evenings at 8:00.

-Camille Norton

