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Del Anderson Handy, a Consummate Educator: From a Childhood in the Rural South to 
the Chancellorship of San Francisco City College 
 

Del Anderson Handy was invited by the Oral History Center to undertake her oral history 
several years after her husband, famous saxophonist John Handy, had been interviewed for our 
jazz series. She didn’t hesitate, as she was writing a memoir at the time, documenting her early 
years in Mississippi and her meteoric rise through several academic positions to lead a college of 
80,000 students. 
 
Del Handy was born in a small town near Vicksburg, Mississippi, in 1937. Her maternal great-
grandmother, a forewoman on a plantation, was a major influence in her early years, “the only 
black person nearby who knew how to read and write, a midwife too.” Emma Grissom taught her 
how to take care of the animals on the farm and plant and can fruits and vegetables, among other 
tasks. It was a hard life of sharecropping in which everyone including children labored in the 
fields in order to pay off their debts to the plantation owner. 
 
By the time Del Handy reached high school, a segregated school in her hometown, she excelled 
academically and in sports and student theatricals, an indication of the talent, versatility and 
drive that would later mark her professional life. Selected by the principal to assist in the 
administrative office, she also worked part-time for the wife of the local district attorney, earning 
enough to purchase school clothes and supplies. The high school principal arranged for her to 
attend Alcorn College, a black co-ed public college about an hour from her home. She was the 
first in her family to finish high school. 
 
Enrolled at Alcorn, she enjoyed college life for almost two years until a student protest against a 
professor who gave aid and comfort to white segregationists by advocating that all black people 
in the United States should return to Africa. The student protest closed down the school in 1957; 
she wrote the letter of protest that lead to the closure. She was now on her own in search of 
another college. Early on she knew she would leave the South because of racial discrimination, 
and at age nineteen she decided to move to California, where her father lived. She was accepted 
at San Francisco State and UC Berkeley, enrolled at San Francisco State and took one class per 
semester while working full-time at the VA Hospital. She also signed up for a few classes at the 
University of San Francisco and attended and graduated from the John Robert Powers Modeling 
School. In 1962 she took a break to tour with the Ebony Fashion Fair, during which time she was 
photographed with President Kennedy at the White House but denied entrance to restaurants and 
hotels in the South. 
 
After living in the Bay Area for six years, she decided to continue her studies at San Diego State, 
where she protested the working conditions of Mexican migrant workers and corporate hiring 
practices. She finished her BA there in 1965 with a degree in human development and family life 
education and two years later earned a master’s in social work on full scholarship. For the first 
time in her life, there was no need for Del Handy to find full-time work. 
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After graduation, married to a classmate and working in the adoptions department in Los 
Angeles, she was surprised by a call from the dean in her department at San Diego State offering 
her a faculty position. She accepted, and became the third African-American on the tenure track 
in a university of that size.  
 
Because of stress on the job—her husband was also on the faculty and there were accusations of 
nepotism—and at home, Del Anderson left the position after three years and took a series of 
jobs, for the most part college deanships where she made major changes and launched innovative 
programs. As vice-president of Harbor College in Los Angeles, she had Ford Foundation support 
for Passport, a program she initiated to encourage every minority student in community colleges 
in Los Angeles County to apply to four-year universities. She was a principal in in the 
development of ASSIST, a computerized transfer information system in operation at virtually 
every public college and university in California. She was sensitive to what she called “hard 
ceilings” and was always looking for new challenges, and in 1991 she was offered the presidency 
of San Jose City College. There she got state approval for a new library and science buildings as 
well as overseeing a major review of what she considered an “Anglo-centric curriculum.” 
 
Asked if she was challenged by the scope of the position she said: “Not at all. Organizations 
need different things at different times, and I have seen presidents fail or succeed for a number of 
reasons, but crucial among them was how well their skill and temperament matched what the 
college needed at that time. When the recruiters made the case for San Jose City College, I was 
intrigued because I could check all the boxes.” 
 
After four years she was again recruited for a new position, this time at the top--the 
chancellorship of San Francisco Community College District. Even before accepting the job she 
hired an expert in college finance to examine allegations of financial mismanagement, then went 
on to play a leading role in a $150 million bond campaign to build a new child care center, 
acquire land to build two new campuses and upgrade existing college facilities. She found that 
extraordinary and legally binding powers granted to faculty in governance and collective 
bargaining, and legally binding connectivity of college staff to municipal government diminished 
administrative control to a degree she found unacceptable, and after fulfilling her own 
administrative goals she retired in 1998. In her first year of retirement she was recruited to be the 
founding vice-president for strategic planning for a high technology startup in Florida, and joined 
a number of boards. 
 
The interviews were held in the luminous, expansive Handy home in Oakland, California, a 
home filled with books, music and jazz and travel memorabilia. Handy is tall and elegant, and as 
she spoke, was remarkably articulate in addressing a life of achievement, versatility and hard 
work. In her review of the oral history she added substantially to the text. 
 
  



viii 

The Oral History Center was established in 1954 to tape record autobiographical interviews with 
persons who have contributed significantly to California history. The office is headed by 
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Interview 1: September 25, 2014 

Begin Audio File 1 

Crawford: September 25, interview with Del Anderson Handy for the Regional Oral 
History Office. Let’s start at the beginning; please say when and where you 
were born. 

01-00:01:02 

Handy:  I was born in 1937 in Cedars, Mississippi. My mother moved to Vicksburg, 
Mississippi when I was an infant. I lived in Vicksburg from infancy until I 
went away to college at the age of seventeen.  

Crawford:  Tell me about your parents, their names and so on. 

01-00:01:28 

Handy: My mother was born Emma Lee Grissom. My father was born James Neely. 
My mother was married to Robert Drayton, and had two children with him, 
two and four years older than I am. I grew up in a house with those two 
siblings. My mother and my father were never married. I met my father when 
I was about twelve years old. When I was eight or nine my mother married 
Frank Williams and had one child with him, a daughter, Belvia, who is ten 
years younger than I am.  

 My mother lives in Vicksburg and will be 100 years old in May of 2016. My 
father died in 1999. 

Crawford: What about grandparents? 

01-00:02:28 

Handy: I never knew my maternal grandfather. My maternal grandmother died when 
my mother was eleven. I met my adopted paternal grandparents, Louis and 
Delilah Neely, when I was about twelve.  

I remember my maternal great-grandmother very well. She was a tall, sturdy, 
handsome, dark-skinned woman. She was what would have been called a 
foreman or forewoman or foreperson on a plantation. She oversaw the 
family—our family—who did work on the plantation, my mother and her 
siblings, and other relatives. She did almost everything a man did on a farm. 
She drove a tractor, rode a horse, guided a plow with a mule in front of her, 
chopped down trees, split wood for fire, raised farm animals, slaughtered 
animals, smoked meats, etc. She took the harvest to market to sell it or trade it 
for things they did not produce – cooking oil, flour, meal, sugar. My 
grandmother and family grew almost everything. My siblings and I went there 
every summer.  

Crawford: Where was she? 
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01-00:03:30 

Handy: It was a rural area about an hour away from Vicksburg. It was what was called 
out in the country. I don’t remember the name of the town. But my mother 
took us there every summer, and I guess maybe to get a respite and, I don’t 
know, for diversion, whatever. We spent our summers picking fruit, because 
they had orchards in the summertime. Picking fruit and slaughtering hogs, 
smoking bacon and ham and pork chops – those were the kind of things we 
did in the summer. I could not wait to get out of my little small town and be a 
city girl. But I know how to do most everything you would do on a farm—
milk a cow, churn butter, take care of animals, plant and can fruits and 
vegetables, chopping down a tree, splitting wood, wring a chicken’s neck. 

Crawford: I was going to ask you that. 

01-00:04:42 

Handy: Yes, wring a chicken’s neck, scald him and pick the feathers off – all things I 
couldn’t wait to stop doing. 

Crawford: And it was your great-grandmother? 

01-00:05:02 

Handy: My great-grandmother. 

Crawford: What was her name? 

01-00:05:04 

Handy: Her name was Emma Grissom, the same name as my mother. She had four 
children, two of whom were fathered by a white man, presumably the 
plantation owner. 

Crawford: Talk more about her. She must’ve been an important person in your young 
years. 

01-00:05:21 

Handy: Yes, she was. She was the only black person nearby who knew how to read 
and write. She was also a midwife. She knew how to do many things. 

Crawford: She was busy. 

01-00:05:44 

Handy: Yes. She was called away often, sometimes overnight, to deliver a baby or 
help someone because they could not read or write 

Crawford: She would ride horseback between the farms, when she traveled? 

01-00:06:24 

Handy: Yes. 

Crawford: She was your great-grandmother; did your grandmother do the same things as 
your great-grandmother? 
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01-00:06:32 

Handy: My grandmother died when my mother was eleven years old so I never knew 
her.  

Crawford: Did your mother do these things, too? 

01-00:06:41 

Handy: Yes. My mother lived on the plantation as a child and young adult. She was 
the oldest of four children and helped raise her siblings. Great-grandmother 
took them all in, but great-grandmother was gone a lot. My mother oversaw 
her three siblings, and three cousins; five boys and one girl. 

Crawford: When you say plantation, what do you see? 

01-00:07:40 

Handy: A plantation was a huge piece of land that was owned by white farmers. Black 
people who lived on the plantation did the physical labor in exchange for 
living there. The owners collected whatever was harvested, and took it to the 
market and sold or traded it; cotton, corn, orchards of fruit, orchards of nuts—
black walnuts, pecans, and peanuts.  

It was called sharecropping, but it was still a form of bondage because you 
never got out of indebtedness to the owners. If you needed molasses, sugar, 
cornmeal, or flour you bought it from the owners or you had to go to a 
marketplace of some kind to get those things. They did not grow rice and 
wheat and they had to buy sugar, oil, etc. But you could never work your way 
out of the indebtedness, because there was such a small amount of money 
earned, then you had to borrow. Borrow isn’t the right word, but the owner 
gave you goods and you were indebted to the owner, sometimes for life. 
Plantation owners and sellers charged whatever they wanted. I have read 
studies that showed interest rates as high as 75%! 

You could never quite work your way out of the indebtedness. 

Crawford: You had to pay it back. 

01-00:09:59 

Handy: I think it was designed that way. They made it as close to slavery as they 
could. 

Crawford: How was the labor divided between men and women? 

01-00:10:06 

Handy: Everybody worked in the fields, men and women and children.  

Crawford: Children, too? 
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01-00:10:13 

Handy: Yes, even nursing mothers worked in the fields. My mother told me a story 
that when I was born she took me to the fields with her. She put me in a 
basket at the end of what was called a turn row, where you go down this row, 
and when it ends you turn and go back the other way on the next row over. At 
the end of the row there might be shade trees and food and water. Mothers 
would go to the turn row and unbutton themselves and nurse their babies. Yes, 
the babies were out in the field with the mothers.  

Crawford: What stories do you remember from that time, from your great-grandmother? 

01-00:11:02 

Handy: I remember my great-grandmother being a boss who was in charge of things. 
We did not see other women with as much authority over the people as she 
had. Women had a certain amount of authority in the household or with 
children, but she had authority out in the larger area. She had semi-straight 
hair, not real kinky like mine. She may have been intermixed with Indian. I 
don’t know.  

Crawford: There was quite a bit of that, wasn’t there? 

01-00:11:55 

Handy: Yes. Almost every black person you meet thinks he or she has some Indian in 
them, but most likely they are mixed with Europeans.  

Crawford: Everyone thought Dave Brubeck looked some part Indian. He did not have 
any documentation of it. 

01-00:12:17 

Handy: Too bad he did not have his DNA done, like they have now. He could have 
found it. 

Crawford: Have you? 

01-00:12:23 

Handy: Yes. 

Crawford: You have had it done? 

01-00:12:24 

Handy: Yes. Last year. 

Crawford: Tell me what you found out. 

01-00:12:30 

Handy: My DNA is 51 percent Western Europe—in parentheses, French—and 49 
percent African, West Africa, and a small percentage of North African people. 
I do not remember the name of the tribe although it is in the report. 

Crawford: They give you the complete report? 
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01-00:13:06 

Handy: Yes. It is relatively new science and they continue to refine the data. We did 
ours through Skip [Henry Louis] Gates at Harvard. He has a program called 
African DNA. It has been very popular on television. He did the DNA of 
many well-known people in the entertainment world. With some people, it 
was shocking news. Some people who thought they were all white found out 
they are more black than white and vice-versa. My DNA was close to what I 
thought it would be. I could not have said Western European or specific areas 
in Africa, but it is obvious I have a lot of European DNA.  

Crawford: Where does the French come from, do they know? 

01-00:13:53 

Handy: I assume it was Western Europe. But right across the Mississippi River where 
I grew up was Louisiana and many French people settled there. It could have 
been normal traffic of people moving from one state to another. 

Crawford: I like that they can research that. 

01-00:14:15 

Handy: It is amazing. I looked at it again maybe about two weeks ago. It started first 
with a large geographic swath, and now it is getting more refined. But it is 
very interesting. 

Crawford: Very interesting. Well, what about siblings? 

01-00:14:42 

Handy: I am the only child of my mother and father. My sister Thelma was four years 
older, and my brother Joe is two years older. My youngest sister, Belvia, is ten 
years younger. My dad married and had eight children after me. I never lived 
in his household in Mississippi. 

We went to segregated schools. I loved school. I had close friends. I 
participated in many extracurricular activities--the basketball team, the 
yearbook staff, the choir, and I was in a couple of plays. 

Crawford: Is this grammar school we’re talking about? 

01-00:15:48 

Handy: No, this was high school. Grammar school was just a blur. I don’t remember 
much about grammar school. The only thing I remember about grammar 
school—no, that wasn’t even grammar school. I just don’t remember that 
much about grammar school. I remember much more about kindergarten. I 
went to kindergarten because my mother worked at night at a lumber mill, and 
she was worried—more about me than the other two, because I was not old 
enough to be in school. She enrolled me in kindergarten. She paid twenty-five 
cents a week for me to go to kindergarten. I remember almost everything 
about kindergarten. My teacher’s name was Mrs. Gilmore. 
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Crawford: Oh, if you can remember your teacher’s name, that’s special. 

01-00:16:46 

Handy: Yes. I knew how to farm before I even got to the plantation where my great 
grandmother oversaw farming because of Mrs. Gilmore’s gardens. She had a 
large back yard. There were about ten or twelve children, and each one of us 
had our own plot where we grew string beans, tomatoes, lima beans, and corn. 

Crawford: At school? 

01-00:17:15 

Handy: Yes. Kindergarten was at her house. She had her own lessons about each 
plant. I remember those. She talked about string beans. She said to only plant 
string beans—. Oh, no, first she talked about corn. She said, “You plant corn 
seeds together in a family so they can pollinate each other. But, with string 
beans, you don’t have to worry about them. You could plant one here, you 
could plant one there, and even if there are rocks or something on top, when 
the seed is ready to come out it will go right under the rock or it will go 
around it and come out.” I remember so many little lessons like that from Mrs. 
Gilmore. 

Crawford: That’s wonderful. 

01-00:18:08 

Handy: Yes, it was great. 

Crawford: Some special experience. How about church? Was there church in your life? 

01-00:18:21 

Handy: Yes. Church was important in our lives—we went to church every Sunday. 
My mother sang in the choir.  

Crawford: Which church? 

01-00:18:31 

Handy: Holly Grove Church, Baptist church. I wasn’t very good in the choir, nothing 
special; I was just there. Second soprano. 

Crawford: Are you musical? 

01-00:18:46 

Handy: Yes and no. I love music and I understand music. That is another story, about 
how I came to that. I never had a musical instrument or music instruction 
except in my high school choir. Many people in my extended family played an 
instrument--a guitar or piano or what was called gut bucket which was a 
homemade instrument. My maternal great-grandmother played the organ. I 
wanted to play piano but I never asked for lessons or a piano because I knew 
the money was not there. I was very sensitive to what was going on with my 
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mother. I could tell when she was under the strain of not having enough 
money. 

Crawford: What was she doing? 

01-00:19:38 

Handy: She worked at night at a lumber mill. She worried so much about us being by 
ourselves during the day. 

Crawford: Oh, she had a night job. 

01-00:19:50 

Handy: Yes, and for the first eight or nine years of my life, she did not have a 
husband. Finally, she stopped working at the mill. Before that, she had worked 
as what was called a “day worker,” cleaning white people’s houses. That was 
what black women did when I grew up, day work in a white family’s home—
laundry, cooking, shopping, sewing, and child care, whatever was assigned. 
So she went back to day work so she could be at home in the evening with us 
rather than leaving us to fend for ourselves. 

Crawford: What did you do when she was working? Was she there when you got home 
from school, probably, for dinner, and then she would head off to her job? 

01-00:20:32 

Handy: Yes. 

Crawford: That would’ve been hard. 

01-00:20:45 

Handy: It was very hard for her. I could feel a lot of it. I was a pretty good kid, mostly 
because I did not want to be a problem to my mother. I could see, even at ten 
years old, how hard it was for her to provide food and shelter. She had three 
children and no husband. So where was I? 

Crawford: Talking about her work. 

01-00:21:23 

Handy: In addition to her regular day work job she cleaned and did the laundry for 
two white families. She picked up their dirty laundry once a week, brought it 
home, washed and ironed it, and delivered it to them folded or on hangers. 
Ironing took a lot of time because everyone wore cotton. Thelma and I helped 
with the laundry. My mother was paid so little that even a white woman who 
worked as a part-time clerk in a small grocery store could afford to have her 
laundry washed, pressed, and returned to her every week. 

Crawford: So that’s what you did to help her out. 
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01-00:21:56 

Handy: Yes. My sister did washing and I did ironing, and we both cleaned the kitchen, 
and did other chores afterwards. I got my first job at eleven years old. I went 
to work for a white lady as what would now be called a personal assistant. I 
worked for her on Saturdays. It was a very interesting experience with her. 
She was married to the district attorney. They did not have children. She had 
three adult colored people working full-time at her house every weekday—
two women and a man. This is why white people fought so hard to keep 
segregation. They were just middle class people but they could have three 
adult colored people working for them every day. 

One woman shopped, cooked, served food, and took care of the kitchen. 
Another woman did house-cleaning, laundry and sewed, and whatever else 
was assigned. The man did yard work, handyman work, planted and harvested 
the garden, and drove them around. My mother and I went there to pick up a 
package or [some] kind of transaction between my mother and one of the 
women there. Mrs. Lawrence said, “Emma, that sure is a cute little girl you 
got there.” Then she turned to me and she said, “What’s your name?” I told 
her my name. We had a little conversation back and forth. The next day, one 
of the colored ladies came to our house and said to my mother, “Mrs. 
Lawrence would like to know if your daughter—” Ann I was called when I 
was growing up—“if Ann could come and work for her on Saturdays.” I was 
eleven years old. 

Crawford: They knew you were an executive already. [laughter] 

01-00:24:13 

Handy: I don’t know what it was. Maybe I sounded like one then. 

Crawford: She looked at you and said, “She can organize things!”  

01-00:24:20 

Handy: She was a very interesting person. Once I started working for her she let me 
cook anything I wanted to cook. I experimented with all kinds of cooking. If I 
made a mess, she said, “Just throw it out and start over again, or forget about 
it and make something else.” But mostly what she had me [do] was personal 
things. I did manicures of her fingernails and toenails, scratched her head—
she had a lot of dandruff. I washed her hair, rolled it on rollers, and styled her 
hair in many different ways. 

Crawford: Was that pleasant?  

01-00:25:01 

Handy: It was kind of scary at first because I had never been in a white person’s 
house. I had never touched a white person. I had said to my mom, “I don’t 
know Mrs. Lawrence. I don’t think I want to go to work there.” She said, “She 
sure seemed to like you. Maybe you should just go and get to know her.”  
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I worked for Mrs. Lawrence from the time I was eleven years old until I went 
to college. She was several years older than her husband and he travelled a lot. 
I could see she was a very lonely person. I became her companion, her 
conversation partner. We read the newspaper together and talked about the 
baseball team, the district attorney’s cases, and local politics. We had back 
and forth conversation, which was very unusual because the rule for colored 
people was that you did not speak first to a white person.  

When it was time for me to go away to college—we actually started talking 
about it sometime before—she said, “Well, now, you need to really get ready 
for this, because,” she said, “you’re going to be a leader for your people. So 
you need to start thinking about that.” 

Crawford: She must’ve been quite exceptional. 

01-00:26:58 

Handy: She was a very interesting person. I did not know what she was talking about. 

Crawford: You didn’t have that feeling already about yourself? 

01-00:27:10 

Handy: No. I knew I was smart. That was the term that was used. I never heard 
anyone use the word intelligent. I had good grades in school. I could do 
everything that was required in school, no matter what the coursework was—
whether it was science or math. I was not great in math, but I got at least a B 
in all my classes.  

I remember my last day with her before I left for college She had a box of 
clothes and school supplies. She opened it up and went through each item. I 
remember there was a green wool gabardine pleated skirt, a raincoat, some 
sweaters, underwear, and some notebooks. She took each item out and talked 
about it. I was so happy I was almost jumping around the room because of 
new clothes. She never referred to her husband by his name, it was always 
“the district attorney.” She said, “Now, don’t say nothing to the district 
attorney about this because he doesn’t know anything about it.” That was the 
last time I saw her. 

Crawford: She had bought all of that for you. 

01-00:29:13 

Handy: She had bought all of that, unbeknownst to him or to me. 

Crawford: She didn’t have children. 

01-00:29:18 

Handy: No. 

Crawford: So you were really her child. 
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01-00:29:20 

Handy: Maybe not quite that. It was a complex relationship. I think it was based 
largely on her loneliness. It was very unusual for a white lady to have that 
kind of relationship with a colored child 

Crawford: And kind of her confidante, as well. 

01-00:29:23 

Handy: Yes. When I look back on it I can put it in the context of the times. It was very 
unusual. 

Crawford:  Did you have enough time to do that, to work with her and also do your 
homework? 

01-00:29:48 

Handy: Yes. I was very quick with my homework and chores. I was always a busy 
person, even as a child. I practiced basketball almost every day and played in 
games and tournaments. I was in the drama club where I had rehearsals and 
performances. I was on the yearbook staff. I don’t know how to not be busy. 
My husband tells me that all the time. “When you sit down, why don’t you 
just sit down?” When I sit down, I always have something else I am doing.  

Crawford: Do you think that was partly training? 

01-00:30:50 

Handy: I think it was necessity. I had to help my mother. Once I got the job with Mrs. 
Lawrence I enjoyed having money. I had my own money since I was eleven 
years old, so that was very important to me. 

Crawford: So what you were paid, you kept. 

01-00:31:06 

Handy: Yes. The only requirement my mother had was that I had to buy my own 
school clothes and supplies. I thought that was great, because I could choose 
what I wanted to wear. 

Crawford: And you did that? 

01-00:31:19 

Handy: Yes. 

Crawford: So really, the whole entire growing up period, pretty much— 

01-00:31:29 

Handy: Yes. 

Crawford: —you were there. Well, what would be your first memories? 
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01-00:31:41 

Handy: The most vivid memory, and the one I can talk about in detail, was how I 
ended up going to college. I was enrolled in typing and shorthand classes and 
the teacher, Mrs. Parrott, nominated two or three students each semester and the 
principal chose one to be a receptionist in his office. It was like a one-semester 
internship. The principal selected. After I had worked a few weeks he asked if I 
had made plans to attend college. No one in my family had even graduated high 
school. The topic of college never came up at home.  

I told Mr. Sanders I had not made any plans to go to college because my family 
could not afford to send me. I thought I could work as a seamstress or secretary. 
He said I was a good secretary and stenographer and could probably get a job on a 
campus and work my way through college. He said he would make some calls 
about it. I had never heard of a scholarship or anybody working their way through 
college.  

I was very excited and told my mom about it. I don’t think she knew much about 
what it meant to go to college, but she could see I was excited about it so she went 
along with it. She asked a lot of questions I could not answer and said she would 
go with me when I talked to Mr. Sanders. In a few days Mr. Sanders called me 
into his office and said he had worked it out for me to go to Alcorn and to bring 
my mom in to discuss it. 

Mr. Sanders told my mom the details and said I would work afternoons as a 
receptionist in the dean’s office and take my classes in the morning. She told him 
she was worried about my leaving home so young. I was just seventeen. Mr. 
Sanders told her all students were under supervision of a dormitory matron and 
Alcorn was close enough that I could come home sometimes. She had already said 
to me “even if you work there I know we will have to pay something.” She asked 
Mr. Sanders how much she would have to pay. He said if she could come up with 
about $300 for the first semester, he was certain my working could cover most 
everything after the first semester.  

I thought that was the beginning of the end because $300 was a lot of money in 
our household. She always hid money and she spoke right up and said she had it. 
After that first semester, I never had to ask for money for college again. 

My high school graduation, I don’t remember anything memorable about it. 
There was talk about who was going to college, who was going to work, and 
who was leaving Mississippi.  

Quite a few students from my high school went to college. It was interesting 
how even families like my family, I would say we were not at the lowest rung, 
but we were not much higher than that. But, at the next rung and a little 
higher, people knew about college even if no one in their family had gone to 
college. My two best friends knew someone who had gone to college. I did 
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not know anyone who had actually gone to college. There was often an 
expectation that if you did well in high school you would go to college.  

Crawford: Even though you were the first person in your family. 

01-00:33:25 

Handy: Yes. If you did really well you should go to college. Not so much in my 
immediate family because no one knew anything about college, but the 
principals and teachers, yes. 

Crawford: What did you think you would do after college?  

01-00:33:38 

Handy: I had no idea. But, once the possibility opened up I knew I wanted to go. 

Crawford: In other words, you did not see a teacher and think, that’s what I want to do? 

01-00:33:44 

Handy: No. I loved my teachers but I had not thought about being a teacher. Most 
black women were domestic workers. As a woman, you could be a teacher, 
you could get married and be a homemaker, work in white families’ homes, 
be a hairdresser, or common laborer like my mother was at the mill. Other 
than my teachers, I did not see any black women doing anything that would be 
considered professional work. 

Crawford: And your teachers were black, the faculty was black? 

01-00:34:24 

Handy: Yes, the faculty, staff, and the principal were all black. The universe of what I 
could think about was very small. In high school, I saw magazines and 
television, and we could see some of the jobs white women had. But, even the 
white women in Vicksburg did not do anything else either. They weren’t 
businesswomen or—I don’t know, it was just— 

Crawford: In my experience, we would be secretaries. 

01-00:35:15 

Handy: Yes, I forgot about secretaries. When I went to college I was already a good 
secretary. 

Crawford: What did you do in the principal’s office? 

01-00:35:30 

Handy: Greeted people when they came in. If someone came in I was the first person 
they encountered and I tried to solve whatever was presented. If I could not 
resolve it, I handed it off to another office person, teacher, or the principal. 

Crawford: Want to take a break and get some water? 
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01-00:35:44 

Handy: Yes, I need some water. [interview interruption] Parents came in complaining 
about things that happened with their kids. Students came in because they 
were being disciplined, they were fighting, or something about grades, and 
they wanted to see the principal. I kept the principal’s calendar, took dictation 
for letters and reports, and typed them. That was pretty much it, like a regular 
secretary. 

Crawford: Great training. 

01-00:36:27 

Handy: Yes.  

Crawford: Well, where was Alcorn and how far away from home? 

01-00:36:37 

Handy: In the South they call it [corrects pronunciation] Alcorn. Alcorn was a public 
colored college in the rural outpost of Lorman. The closest little town was 
Port Gibson. When you were at Alcorn, you were just there; there was no way 
to go anywhere else. There were no cars or public transportation. We lived on 
campus in dormitories. The faculty lived on campus. It was a community unto 
itself. There were about 550 students.  

The freshmen women had their own dormitory. The sophomore and junior 
women lived in a dormitory together. The senior women had their own 
dormitory. I think it was pretty much the same for men. Each dormitory had a 
matron who checked residents in and out. It was the matron’s responsibility to 
know where residents of the dormitory were at all times. Now that I think 
about it, all of them probably failed at that. The matron lived in the building 
with the students. 

Crawford: No religious affiliation? 

01-00:38:26 

Handy: No, it was a public college There were two colored public colleges, I believe, 
at that time—I think there are more since then—Alcorn and Jackson State. 
They were both called colleges, they were not called universities. 

One of the things I learned to do in high school that I did not mention was I 
had a sewing class. I learned enough in that one class that at Alcorn I started 
sewing for other students; alterations if a garment was torn, was too large or 
too small. Each dormitory had a Singer treadle-style sewing machine at the 
end of a hallway. I never saw anyone use it so I started using it and made extra 
money in addition to my regular job in the dean’s office.  

Handy: I remember a time when I was walking from my dorm to the senior women’s 
dorm with maybe five garments I had made or altered, and I was delivering 
them to the senior women’s dorm. There was something of a caste system. 
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The senior women, they were over here and you did not speak to them unless 
they spoke to you. It was unusual for a freshman woman to be seen delivering 
something to the senior women’s dorm. 

Crawford: Were you like that when you were a senior? 

01-00:41:31 

Handy: I was not there when I was a senior. I went there just two years. So my college 
life was pretty comfortable. I had extra money and enough time for a few 
extra-curricular activities. I was invited to join a sorority, but after a few 
meetings I decided it was not for me. I was Assistant Class Secretary, a 
member of the Business Club, the Dormitory Club, and I was a majorette. I 
was also a majorette in high school, too.  

Crawford: For the football games? 

01-00:41:53 

Handy: Yes, and for parades in high school. 

Crawford: Did you dance? 

01-00:41:57 

Handy: Yes. The majorette experience at college was really interesting because the 
band director had very complicated formations. His formations may have been 
a forerunner to some of the formations you see on television where they make 
a picture on the field. The way people are positioned, you can actually see an 
image, a heart or a shape or object you recognize. 

Even though I had been a majorette in high school, I often found myself 
marching down the field one direction and everyone else was marching in 
another direction. When I look at football games and see these complex 
formations, I think to myself, they have nothing on that man, Mr. Ulysses 
Dalton.  

I played a card game called Bid Whist, that in the black colleges, almost 
everyone played. 

Crawford: Say again? 

01-00:43:30 

Handy: Bid Whist. 

Crawford: It’s like bridge? 

01-00:43:35 

Handy: Yes, the game is based on the same rules except there is a lot of what is now 
called trash-talking, loud, brash, in-your-face trash-talking. It was such a 
cultural phenomenon, almost everyone on campus played. Everything worked 
around your classes and activities. If you had a ten o’clock class, at eight 
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o’clock you might be in The Grill playing bid whist, and get up at ten minutes 
to ten to get to a ten o’clock class. When the ten o’clock class was over, you 
were right back to The Grill at eleven o’clock to get into another game. It was 
called “rise and fly.” You sat and waited until someone lost and that person 
had to “rise and fly.” Men and women played equally well. There was no 
consideration for who your partner was. It was whoever was available. 

Crawford: Oh, there were men on campus, too? 

01-00:44:44 

Handy: Yes. 

Crawford: It was co-ed. 

01-00:44:46 

Handy: It was co-ed, yes.  

Crawford: Not shared dorms in those days. 

01-00:44:51 

Handy: No, they were very strict about knowing where you were and what you were 
doing. Everyone checked in and out of dormitories. 

Crawford: Well, it sounds like you did everything. 

01-00:45:00 

Handy: Yes, on campus. To leave campus, you had to have written permission of your 
parents. Most of us never went off campus because there was no way to get 
off campus.  

Crawford: Nobody had cars.  

01-00:45:18 

Handy: Right, you were just there.  

Crawford: Was it pretty there? 

01-00:45:23 

Handy: Yes. It was rural wooded area. It was an agricultural and mechanical college, 
A&M. Many southern colleges had agricultural and mechanics majors. There 
was farming, animal husbandry, auto mechanics, business, social sciences, 
librarianship. But mostly it was built around agricultural and mechanical 
careers. 

My first major was business, which would now be called office management. 
It was not about running a business; it was more about managing an office. 
But my first love was always English, so I took English classes every 
semester.  
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Crawford: What did you like to read? 

01-00:46:55 

Handy: I have always loved biographies. I enjoyed all the social sciences. I read 
popular science, and history. But any time I could get a biography of some 
well-known person that was my first choice in reading for pleasure. 

Crawford: Did you go home for vacations while you were at Alcorn? 

01-00:47:34 

Handy: Yes, for the summer, Christmas, and spring breaks. 

Crawford: Did you still go to the farm? 

01-00:47:52 

Handy: Yes. 

Crawford: You went to the farm all the way up. 

01-00:47:54 

Handy: Yes. 

Crawford: And your great-grandmother was still there? 

01-00:47:56 

Handy: Mm-hm, mm-hm. 

Crawford: How did she age? 

01-00:48:01 

Handy: I was in California when she died at about age ninety years. My mother is 
ninety-nine right now. She still lives by herself and handles most of her 
affairs, goes to church every Sunday, wears her high-heel shoes, and is still 
interested in men. [laughter] 

Crawford: Bless her heart. Where is she? 

Handy: Vicksburg, Mississippi. She is amazing; her mind is very sharp. When I am on 
the phone with her she might start talking about what is going on in Syria. I 
am not kidding. She has a third-grade education. She is a very intelligent 
person. I wonder what she might have become if she had the opportunities I 
had.  

Crawford: How amazing.  

01-00:48:59 

Handy: She watches the news and is engaged in current events. I will call her 
tomorrow and she will ask about something like “Why is the attorney general 
leaving?” We talk about what we’re cooking that day. She has a good sense of 
humor and always has jokes to tell us. She likes to laugh and that makes us 
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happy. She is a great physical specimen at age 99. When she goes to the 
doctor he calls everyone in to look at her and says “This is how you should 
look when you are in your nineties.” She told me the last time she went to a 
new doctor it was a younger doctor and he said, “Oh, you look so nice today, 
Miss Williams.” She said, “If I hadn’t been so old I would have thought he 
was making a pass at me.” [laughs]  

Crawford: He was, too. 

01-00:50:03 

Handy: That is what she said. That is what she noticed. 

Crawford:  Does she travel here?  

01-00:50:09 

Handy: The last time she was here was for my inauguration at City College, which 
was twenty years ago. She used to come often enough but she is afraid to get 
on a plane now. A cross-country trip would be too much for her now.  

Crawford: Do you go down there? 

01-00:50:54 

Handy: Yes. We go there at least once a year. 

Crawford: She gets along with John? 

01-00:50:58 

Handy: Very well. Oh, she loves him and he loves her. Sometimes they will be on the 
phone for an hour. She loves clothes and he takes her shopping when we visit. 

Crawford: And your sister, is she there? 

01-00:51:13 

Handy: My older sister died in 2004 and my younger sister lives in Chicago. My 
mother is very independent and is adamant she does not want to live with 
anyone or in a retirement home. She said she wants to die in her own home. 
We all try to respect her wishes. We had to stop her from driving a few years 
ago and it was heartbreaking. She still dreams about going to the DMV to 
renew her license. My brother, who is two years older, lives in Vicksburg. But 
he is not in nearly as good a shape as she is.  

Crawford: But that’s nice support for her. 

01-00:51:44 

Handy: Yes. He calls her every day and she is happy with that. Her church people, 
extended family, and neighbors are very good to her. Most times when I 
call—she doesn’t have voice mail, she doesn’t want it. I am trying two or 
three hours before I actually get to her because someone is talking to her all 
the time.  
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Crawford: That’s great community. 

01-00:52:13 

Handy: Yes, very solid. 

Crawford: Would you ever like to live there? 

01-00:52:18 

Handy: No. 

Crawford: No, you left that behind. 

01-00:52:19 

Handy: I knew when I left I was never going back to live. The history of racial hatred 
and racial discrimination, the way black people were treated, I could never get 
over that. It was very strong. 

Crawford: Well, up until this point, when you were in college, who would you say 
influenced you most? 

01-00:52:44 

Handy: I was influenced more by my high school teachers—my English teacher, Miss 
Thelma Watson, my home economics teacher, Miss Hattie Martin, and the 
music teacher/choir director, Miss Audrey. All were elegant women and 
wonderful teachers. I remember some of my college teachers, but I was not 
influenced by them to the same degree. 

Crawford: We’re up to an hour, so we’ll stop and I’ll change my tape. 

01-00:53:41 

Handy: Okay. 

Begin Audio File 2  

Crawford: We were talking about influences in your early life. 

02-00:00:13 

Handy: I want to tell you the story of when I left Alcorn because it was a very 
dramatic departure.  

Crawford:  What was that? 

02-00:00:39 

Handy: My departure was one of the early organized civil rights events. 

Crawford: What year? 

02-00:00:59 

Handy: 1957. We had a professor, Dr. Clennon King (no known relationship to Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr.). He had an earned doctorate from a prestigious 
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northern university; I don’t remember the name. He espoused a philosophy 
that all black people should go or be sent back to Africa. Students were 
outraged by this philosophy. 

In a very short time, the conflict between Dr. Clennon King and students 
exploded. The all-white board of trustees somehow got word about student 
demonstrations on campus. The next thing we knew it was in the state’s 
largest (white) newspaper, the Clarion Ledger in Jackson, the state capitol. 
The article was accompanied by a picture of a group of students at Alcorn. 
Students were enraged and white segregationists were thrilled. They “jumped 
on it like a dog on a bone” because a black professor at a black college was 
supporting their position. They wished all black people would be sent back to 
Africa. Or maybe not, because then they would have to do their own work. 

The conflict became extremely controversial. I happened to pass a group of 
students talking about it—“He’s got to go. He can’t stay here and be our 
teacher. We won’t stand for it.” Professor King wouldn’t reconsider and 
students were organizing to get rid of him.  

I stayed and I remember the last thing that was said, “We’re going to have to 
commandeer the main arteries in and out of the campus, take over the 
cafeteria to be in control of food and the switchboard so nobody can call in or 
out.” 

A male student who seemed to be the leader said, “We’re going to need 
somebody to organize in every dormitory and come to meetings; someone to 
take notes so everyone will be informed. We need to be organized five deep 
so if in the first round some of us get arrested or go to jail or are expelled—.” 

Crawford: Was this going on elsewhere? 

02-00:04:01 

Handy: Yes, it was either stirring or beginning in other places in the southern states. 
To put it in historical context, the Supreme Court outlawed racial segregation 
in public schools in 1954. Rosa Parks refused to give up a bus seat to a white 
man and then there was the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955. Students 
closed down Alcorn College in March of 1957. It was well before Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. was jailed in Birmingham, Alabama, and gave his “I Have a 
Dream” speech in 1963.  

Crawford: Early. 

02-00:04:36 

Handy: Yes, 1957 was very early.  

Crawford: Were you an activist? 
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02-00:04:45 

Handy: Like I said, happy accidents. Or in this case, maybe just accidents because I 
paid a price for getting involved. I agreed with what I heard. It was an outrage 
for one of our teachers to be a tool of white segregationists. I raised my hand 
and volunteered to take minutes of meetings and circulate them in my 
dormitory. In addition to record-keeping I wrote the draft of the speech the 
student leader read when the college closed. I still have that document. It is 
fifty-eight years old. It is yellowed almost beyond visibility now but it is 
straightforward, it is strong, and those are my words.  

We were still very close to our parents’ experiences of how hard black people 
had worked to get to where we were. We were outraged to hear one of our 
professors say we should go somewhere else, be sent somewhere we have 
never been, somewhere our parents have never been.  

Crawford: But in your parents’ generation, there wasn’t that feeling of revolution or 
objecting. 

02-00:05:49 

Handy: There was always a strong desire for change and there was always resistance. 
I think there was much more resistance and sabotage than has been reported. 
We learned a lot about this in college in Mississippi, things you don’t learn 
here in California. Slave rebellions, and in that next generation, people 
organizing and doing what they could. 

The system of racial discrimination in Mississippi, including the legal system, 
was so overpowering there was no way you could overthrow it at that time. 
You could just chip at the edges. That was what we all did, what people on my 
campus did, just chip at the edges. We went to our president and insisted the 
professor stop supporting white segregationists. The president was presiding 
over a real rebellion on campus and pressure in the other direction from white 
segregationist trustees and the state’s largest newspaper. He was being 
deliberative, taking his time, so students closed the college down. It was not 
yet revolutionary, in the sense that it was our own campus, and it was mostly 
among black people—until the all-white board of trustees came in. That was 
when it really got crazy. 

Crawford: I can imagine.  

02-00:07:29 

Handy: Yes. 

Crawford: How did that happen? 

02-00:07:33 

Handy: In 1957 white people ran everything in Mississippi. Black people had no voice 
in anything. White people used all their power to maintain the system of racial 
segregation. There were no elected or appointed black officials. It was before 
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the passage of civil rights legislation. Black people were still being killed for 
trying to vote. 

I think faculty were sympathetic to students, but they were people with 
professional jobs, maybe the best jobs a black person could have in 
Mississippi. The student leader read the proclamation and students started 
slowly leaving the campus and others followed. The president was fired and 
the trustees closed the college. Students just left the campus – that is what 
triggered the closing. Our parents came and got us or someone took us in or 
took us home. There was great fear of violence by white vigilantes. 

Crawford: Did you leave? 

02-00:08:26 

Handy: Yes. With the president fired and the college closed, we had no information 
about our status, if or when the college would re-open, or who could return. 
All we had were rumors. Rumor was those in leadership would be expelled 
and everyone else would be invited back after thirty days. It was also rumored 
that if you were expelled you could not go to any other college or university in 
Mississippi. I think in the leadership, it would have been about twenty 
students.  

I never received any written notice I was expelled or anything else about my 
status as a student. I assumed I was expelled because I had written the draft 
document proclaiming students would rather see the college closed than 
submit to the will of the all-white board of trustees. I was taking nineteen 
units at the time. I knew I would have nineteen units of F on my transcript 
forever. I had hard choices to make. When I learned my paternal grandmother 
would be visiting my dad and his family in Oakland, I asked her to ask my 
dad if I could come with her. Soon I would become part of “The Great 
Migration” where over three million black people left the southern states 
between 1940 and 1960. My dad and his family had moved to Oakland in 
1956 and soon thereafter to Berkeley, of all places.  

Crawford: Really? What was he doing? 

02-00:09:59 

Handy: I think in Mississippi he was a truck driver. In Oakland and Berkeley he 
worked for the U.S. Post Office for thirty-five years. I had never lived with 
him before and by this time, he had four children. 

Crawford: But you knew him. 

02-00:10:11 

Handy: Yes. I said to my mom, “I can’t go back to Alcorn. I can’t go to college 
anywhere in Mississippi. Even if they took me back, I wouldn’t want them. I 
wouldn’t want to go back there.” I heard that some universities around the 
country were trying to contact us to have us transfer to their school. I don’t 
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remember the names of all the colleges. I remember the name of one, not right 
this minute, but I will remember it. It will come to me. 

Crawford: Colleges all over the country? 

02-00:11:06 

Handy: I am not sure if it was all over the country. I remember hearing that some 
students were invited to go to a particular college in the Midwest. That was 
the rumor. God, that college is right on the tip of my tongue, Very liberal 
history. 

Crawford: What state? 

02-00:11:27 

Handy: Midwest. Most liberal of all times, before Berkeley. 

Crawford: Oberlin? 

02-00:11:36 

Handy: Oberlin. That is the one I remember. Someone said they had a letter from 
Oberlin. So apparently some colleges did reach out to us.  

Crawford: That’s a wonderful thing. 

02-00:12:02 

Handy: Yes, it was. Just get here and we’ll enroll you. 

Crawford: How did you feel? 

02-00:12:10 

Handy: It felt strange. I was a student in a black college and I assumed I would 
graduate from a black college. I did not know what it would be like to go to a 
white college and what kind of experience I would have. Our universe wasn’t 
any broader than that. I was willing to go anywhere to try to start over. I 
begged my mom to let me go to California and I would try to go to college 
there.  

Crawford: That was because your dad was here. 

02-00:13:16 

Handy: Yes, if I did not know someone it would not have happened or even been 
discussed. It took a long time to convince her. She kept saying, “You are too 
young to be out on your own with no one to help you if you get sick or need 
help.” 

Crawford: Did they have good relations over the years? They were in touch? 

02-00:13:30 

Handy: No, not as far as I know. She asked me about him sometimes but I don’t 
remember him ever asking me about her. 
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Crawford: But you were. 

02-00:13:33 

Handy: Yes. When I was about twelve my dad’s wife, Eleanor, came to our house. I 
remember what I thought of as a brown-skinned stallion of a woman walking 
up our steps. She introduced herself to my mom and me and said, “You don’t 
know me. I am James Neely’s wife. We have three children together, and I 
want my children to know they have a sister. Could she come to visit us some 
Sunday?”  

My mother sent me out of the room and they talked; they never talked about 
anything like that in front of the children. My mother said, “If she wants to do 
it, it’s okay with me. She is old enough to have her own mind about whether 
or not she wants to do that.” I was very excited about the idea and started 
visiting them, not on a regular basis, just whenever Eleanor invited me. 
Eleanor was always very kind to me and included me as a member of the 
family. I still go to major family events and I am on good terms with all my 
paternal siblings. 

Crawford: Where were they?  

02-00:15:19 

Handy: We were still in Vicksburg. I think they moved to Berkeley around 1956 or 
1957.  

Crawford: And what was he doing then? 

02-00:15:29 

Handy: I don’t remember what he was doing at that time in Mississippi. I knew my 
dad just casually from occasional Sunday visits. He was adopted and his 
parents were both very dark-skinned. He was about my color. It was obvious 
he was not their biological child. Even in the strict segregation of Mississippi, 
sexual attraction of white women to black men and of white men to black 
women was commonplace, as was rape of black women by white men. There 
was plenty of fear about black men raping black women, trust me, most of the 
sexual contact was initiated by white men and women because, by custom, 
colored people did not initiate conversation or contact with white people.  

Crawford: You saw that? 

02-00:17:26 

Handy: Yes. Well, we were still under the history of white men owning black 
women’s bodies. 

Crawford: Still, really? 

02-00:17:40 

Handy: Yes. It was not as profound as it was in slavery but the inheritance and 
memory were still there; “you’re just a black woman. Not too many years ago 
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I could have owned you,” which in practical terms means I have the right to 
your body. There was still the residue of white men asserting they had the 
right to black women’s bodies. It was nothing to be accosted. Domestic 
workers were accosted in the homes where they worked. Civil rights icon 
Rosa Parks said she was accosted in the home of the white man she worked 
for and that was the reason she got involved in the civil rights movement. By 
the time I was out of high school, I had been propositioned on the street by 
white men at least a dozen times—pulling up in a car, saying something like, 
“Get in the car with me. I’ll give you a quarter.”  

 When you look at the color of African-Americans, most are not dark-skinned 
like they were when they were brought here from Africa. Until the 1960s that 
was largely the history and the legacy of white men owning black women’s 
bodies.  

It did not go away because a law was passed. There were still remnants of it. 
Then there was the mixture of physical attraction and desire. White women 
saw black men as attractive in some situations and vice versa. It just 
happened. Part of the tradition, it would have been—a white woman bearing a 
racially mixed child could have easily lost her life, been killed by her 
relatives, her father, a mob of strangers, anybody.  

Crawford: Like an honor killing that still goes on today. 

02-00:19:21 

Handy: Yes. So what often happened in those situations was the infant was left on the 
doorstep of a childless colored couple. Well, we all worked for white people 
so you could figure it out. But that is some of the history of Mississippi you 
don’t hear, but that is what happened in some situations. The child was 
abandoned by a white mother and absorbed into the black community like 
everybody else who was colored. 

Crawford: Not knowing parentage. 

02-00:20:09 

Handy: Right. You may not know one of your biological parents. Adults did not want 
to talk about things like that. I am assuming that was the situation for my dad, 
because it is obvious to me one of his parents was white and one was black or 
racially mixed. So I don’t know anything about either of my biological 
paternal grandparents, if that makes sense. My dad probably could have 
passed for white because people did that at the time. If he passed for white it 
would have been more of the swarthy Greek, Italian white, more 
Mediterranean white. I don’t know if that is a real term. But people his color 
did go up north and pass. 

Crawford: You certainly could. 
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02-00:21:24 

Handy: My hair was too kinky. I never wanted to do that because I never thought of 
myself as a racially mixed person. I don’t know, he had to be fifty per cent 
white or more. Almost all black people in Mississippi are racially mixed.  

Crawford: Yes. 

02-00:21:37 

Handy: It was crazy for white people to have had all these rules because they did not 
bear any resemblance to reality. White men lived in common-law marriages 
with black women. I went to school with children where a black mother and 
white father lived together in common law marriages. They may have been 
isolated, scorned or laughed at but nothing more. 

Crawford: So this relationship developed between you and your father, and then you 
were ready to go to California? 

02-00:22:36 

Handy: Yes, after I begged my mother a million times to let me go. I had never defied 
her but I was at the point of defiance. I had decided I was getting out of 
Mississippi. I think she also knew I had crossed a line by defying white men 
and participating in demonstrations. An opportunity arose when my paternal 
grandmother made plans to visit my dad in Oakland and I asked if I could go 
along with her. She said yes and I told my mother I had saved enough money 
to pay for my train ticket and get settled until I could find work. My dad and 
Eleanor said I could stay with them until I got a job. After talking it over with 
all of them my mother finally relented and said I could go to Oakland. 

Crawford: You could stay with them. 

02-00:23:23 

Handy: Yes, with them until I got a job. Miss Lila and I took the train from Jackson to 
Oakland. My dad and his family lived on Grove Street near Ashby. Later they 
moved to a bigger house on Allston Way. I lived with them for three months 
while I applied for college and jobs. I applied to UC Berkeley and San 
Francisco State, and I applied for jobs at the same time.  

Crawford: What year was this? 

02-00:24:19 

Handy: 1957. 

Crawford: Oh, it was still ’57. 

02-00:24:22 

Handy: Yes. It might have been spring of ’58, because there was one semester when I 
was not in school. I had a very painful experience applying for college 
because of the nineteen units of F on my transcript. 
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I wrote many letters to Alcorn saying this was unfair. I was getting an A or B 
in all my classes. The school was closed down. I did not close it down, but I 
am a victim of it being closed down. I did not think they would change it but I 
kept asking. When I was interviewed at UC Berkeley I explained everything 
in detail. I had saved paperwork, newspaper articles, transcripts, and the 
speech I wrote. Gosh, when I read it, even now, it [gives me] chills, that at 
nineteen I wrote something like that.  

Seeing the paperwork and documents I had, they could see I was not making it 
up. Someone on the staff actually complimented me, saying, “What you did 
was important. We would be happy to have you here.” 

They told me I did not meet the math and foreign language requirements. 
They said they could admit me conditionally if I enrolled in the appropriate-
level math and foreign language classes in the first semester. I had completed 
one year of algebra in high school and a one-semester math class at Alcorn. 
There were no foreign languages classes offered at my high school. Soon I 
learned the way they justified admitting me was to admit me as a high school 
graduate and look only at my high school record. But, attending UC Berkeley 
on the of the basis of my high school record meant I could not use the three 
semesters of college classes I had completed at Alcorn, about forty units. I 
would have to start over as a freshman. 

I did not know enough about Berkeley and San Francisco State to know that 
Berkeley was a very prestigious university for the top students in California. I 
saw them simply as two universities or colleges. I really wanted to live in the 
city so I explored the option to attend San Francisco State. 

Crawford: City girl. 

02-00:28:52 

Handy: At San Francisco State I was accepted without conditions as a transfer student 
although I did have to explain the Fs on my transcript and they would still 
count in calculating my grade point average. I petitioned Alcorn to change the 
Fs every semester for about three years, showing proof I had been admitted to 
a college in California and was making satisfactory progress. After years of 
petitions, Alcorn changed the Fs to NE, which stood for “not entered.” After 
that, the nineteen units of Fs were neutral and I did not have to include them 
in computing my grade point average. 

Crawford: That’s fair. 

02-00:29:31 

Handy: I decided to go to San Francisco State because I wanted to live in the city and 
I wanted credit for the forty or so units I had completed at Alcorn.  
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The first job they sent me on was at Mare Island (Vallejo). I knew there was 
no way I was going to live there. After about three months, I got an interview 
for a job as a court reporter in San Francisco. 

Crawford:  Who was sending you? 

02-00:30:00 

Handy: Oh, I got ahead of myself, the federal government.  

02-00:30:02 

Handy: I took the federal civil service exam in the clerical series, and scored high for 
both typing and shorthand. I did not apply for any jobs other than with the 
federal government. Based on where I came from, I assumed I would not get 
fair consideration anywhere else. With the federal government, I thought, 
maybe.  

The first job they called me for was court reporter, which would have been 
great. That job was a GS-5, a high classification, maybe the top of the clerical 
series. I took the stenography test for a court reporter and passed both the 
speed and accuracy portions of the test. I passed everything on it, but I 
misspelled the name of a person, Mr. Bedenweig. I had never heard of a name 
like that so I spelled it phonetically—B-E-D-E-N-W-E-G—and I failed the 
test because of the spelling. That seemed so unfair.  

Crawford: That does seem unfair. 

02-00:31:21 

Handy: I failed the test because of Mr. Bedenweig, I will never forget him. [laughter] 

Crawford: So you did not get that job. 

02-00:31:28 

Handy: Right. I was called for a job as timekeeper in the nursing department at the 
Veterans Hospital at Fort Miley in San Francisco. I could have passed that test 
blindfolded. It was a GS-2, the lowest classification in the federal service. I 
really should have come in at least as a GS-5 based on the fact that I had been 
a secretary and had won speed contests for shorthand and typing. I could type 
faster than any secretary who worked for me. They did not want to see me sit 
down at a typewriter or a keyboard, because I could wear them out. It never 
goes away, like riding a bicycle. 

Crawford: No, it’s true. 

02-00:32:22 

Handy: I took the GS-2 job as a timekeeper as my first job at age nineteen and just 
about to turn twenty. I lived in the nurses’ quarters at the VA hospital for two 
years. There were just two of us in the nurses’ quarters who were not nurses, 
another black woman, Connie Reed, and me. She was thirteen years older and 
worked in the canteen.  
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I took my meals in the hospital dining room, with the nurses, doctors, and 
other medical staff who lived on the grounds. After two years Connie and I 
moved into an apartment on Masonic Street near Fell; and later on Grove near 
Stanyan. We were roommates until I moved to southern California in 1963. 

I worked as a timekeeper at the VA hospital for three years. I applied for a 
position as GS-5 Secretary and passed all the tests. So that was how I became 
a tax-paying citizen in California. 

Crawford: What was your job title, the second one? 

02-00:33:34 

Handy: The second one was Secretary to the Director of the Speech and Hearing 
Clinic, Dr. Lyman Barrett.  

Crawford: And how long? 

02-00:33:50 

Handy: Three years as timekeeper and four years as secretary. 

Crawford: So you graduated from SF State. 

02-00:33:58 

Handy: No. I took one class a semester at SF State and worked full-time. I took a class 
each summer at SF State, and I took evening classes at USF most every 
semester. I pieced together whatever I could – on average I would say I 
completed one or two classes each semester.  

At work, my regular schedule was 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. After I got my job 
under control, I asked the director of nursing, Miss Edna Groppe, if I could— 
I told her I was a junior in college and was trying to complete my degree. I 
asked if she would let me change my hours to come to work an hour earlier in 
the morning and combine the extra hour with my lunch break because the 
courses I needed were offered only during the day. I assured her I would 
always be there at the beginning of each shift if she would allow me to do 
that.  

I explained it was also a better deal for the nurses because in my regular 
schedule, I never saw the nurses on the night shift because their shift ended at 
7 a.m. and my regular shift started at 8 a.m. Any night shift nurse who needed 
to see me would have to wait from 7 a.m. to 8 a.m. when I came on duty. She 
agreed and that allowed me to take an upper division course each semester. 

I took a class every semester for the six or seven years I was at the VA 
Hospital. And, somewhere in there, I took some evening classes at USF. Well, 
I missed a semester when I took a leave of absence to travel with the Ebony 
Fashion Fair, which was another story.  
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Crawford: Were you already doing modeling? 

02-00:35:32 

Handy: No, that came later. There is a whole story there, too.  

Crawford: We’ll get to the story. 

02-00:35:38 

Handy: There are so many stories. To finish this one, the fact that she let me come in 
early and stay late made it possible for me to get two or three hours in the 
middle of the day to take a class and get back. I found a way to make it a 
win/win situation for everyone—the director, the night shift nurses, as well as 
myself. When people see you are trying to go to college, I found most people 
would do almost anything they could to help you.  

Crawford: That’s good to know. 

02-00:36:03 

Handy: Yes, I got a lot of help along the way. My direct supervisor was Bea Webb, 
the secretary to the director of nursing. She was an elegant African-American 
woman. Her husband was pastor of the Philadelphian Seventh Day Adventist 
Church in San Francisco. She readily accommodated the changes in my 
school and work schedule and introduced me to her family, her church family 
and circle of friends. The nursing directors at the hospital were very kind to 
me, too. Within the first few weeks, Miss Edna Groppe, the Director of 
Nursing, took me to the opera. Miss Margaret Boyer and Miss Doris 
Stromquist, assistant directors, either had me to dinner or took me out to some 
social event.  

Crawford: So you had probably one year, by that time? 

02-00:36:17 

Handy: Yes. I had just one year to finish. At SF State, one of my classmates, Frank 
Clarke, opened a door to another opportunity. He was from the West Indies, 
and the only other black person I saw at SF State. That may have been 
because I did not have time to attend any social or extracurricular events on 
campus.  

He was already working in a career. I don’t remember what it was, but in one 
of our conversations he asked what I did when I was not taking classes at SF 
State. I told him I worked full-time as a secretary, took one class a semester at 
SF State or USF, and attended modeling school one evening a week. I 
explained I was in modeling school for self-improvement so I would fit in 
better with the people around me.  

I thought the women I saw on the buses looked so stylish and elegant in their 
coats, hats, and gloves. You would go down on Union Square and they were 
dressed to kill. I wanted to look like that. I started looking for something like a 
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finishing school. One day I was on Sutter Street—I think maybe I was seeing 
a dentist—and I passed a window that said, “Self-improvement and 
Modeling.” I thought, self-improvement, maybe that is what I need. I went in 
and it was the John Robert Powers Modeling School, which was the top 
modeling school in the country at that time. 

Crawford:  I remember the name. 

02-00:39:07 

Handy: They were in the major cities, San Francisco, New York and Chicago. I talked 
to the director and told her what I wanted. I said, “My grammar is fine, but I 
have a southern drawl. I would like to sound more like the people I am 
around.” I said, “And I would like to dress better and look better and present 
myself better.” That was my goal. 

The first person I worked with was Miss Lisa Kennedy and she said they 
could help with that, but I should think about being a model. She said I had all 
the ingredients: height, looks and the appearance. She said she would work 
with me on the issues I had identified but she wanted me to think about 
modeling as a career.  

She gave me printed materials, and I won’t go into the details of the 
curriculum here, I will just say it sounded like what I wanted and I signed up 
for it. I still have my book that has all my instructors’ comments, and before 
and after pictures. After I had finished a few of the courses, my instructor said 
she thought I owed it to myself to try modeling and she wanted to send me to 
some of the top department stores like I. Magnin and Benioff’s. She said she 
did not know what would happen, but she wanted me to try it. She made an 
appointment to have a photographer prepare a professional portfolio and gave 
me a referral letter to make calls on the department stores,  

I made five or six calls on department stores and designers, but I never got a 
call back. I continued to do fashion shows around San Francisco in the 
African-American community. I did quite a few of those. I got what I wanted 
from modeling school. In addition to the technical aspects of modeling, some 
of the other things they did were wonderful, like finishing school: the social 
graces, how to go out on a date, what you do and what the man does. They 
stressed the importance of being an elegant lady who knows what to do in 
every social situation.  

One day the instructor said, “We are sending you to a French restaurant and 
you will be accompanied by a French-speaking gentleman. We will teach you 
some simple conversational French, and you will be able to make your 
selection from the menu. You will tell him your choice and he will order from 
the menu.” The name of the restaurant was Alexis something. God, I wish I 
could remember that. 
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Crawford: Where was it? 

02-00:42:49 

Handy: In San Francisco, downtown. Alexis. Alexis something—Alexis Tangier—
that’s the name. Whew! I went to Alexis Tangier and it was a great 
experience. I wanted to round myself out and be the best person I could be in 
whatever environment I found myself. Never mind that I was just a secretary 
and a college student. I always wanted to be an elegant person, to be cool in 
any situation, to look good. I graduated from John Robert Powers in 1959. 

Crawford: How much time did you give that? 

02-00:43:29 

Handy: Oh, it was a lot of time. I had to go the class, practices, photo shoots, go out 
on calls looking for work. 

Crawford: How did you fit that in with your full-time job? 

02-00:43:37 

Handy: I don’t know. I don’t know how I made it all work  

Oh, and the other thing they did, which was very interesting, toward the end, 
one of the instructors said, “The Miss San Francisco Pageant is coming up and 
we want you to put in an application. If you win, it may open up some doors 
for you to break into modeling.” The instructors were very excited about it 
and one of them helped me prepare for it.  

As an African-American young woman from Mississippi, and the only 
African American in the program, I did not think anything would come of it, 
but they were trying so hard I wanted to cooperate with them. I applied for it 
and did the normal things—wear a bathing suit and a gown, sing or dance or 
do something for the talent portion. Well, I could not sing. I could dance, but 
the way black people danced was different from the way white people 
danced—that’s all I will say about that. 

For the talent portion, I bought a woman’s form and silk fabric. I designed a 
tri-color strapless gown with an empire waistline and a contrasting train down 
the left side. I completed the design in five minutes in front of the judges and 
thought it was very clever. It did not go over well. I think the judges were 
expecting singing and dancing. Someone singing won first place, and 
someone dancing won second place. Then I heard my name called for third 
place. I was shocked. I was crowned Miss Congeniality or something like that. 
I thought it was a consolation prize. The whole thing was kind of a bust. 
Nevertheless, I am fairly certain I was the first African-American to be a 
finalist for Miss San Francisco. I may still be the only person, but I don’t 
know that for sure. 
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I will say this about John Robert Powers modeling school--they did 
everything they could to help me. The time was not ready.  

In the meantime, I was still taking classes at SF State. So back to the West 
Indies guy. “What do you do when you’re not taking classes at SF State?” he 
asked. I said, “I work at the VA hospital full-time and I go to John Robert 
Powers Modeling School in the evening.” “Have you gotten any calls or any 
jobs?” he asked. I said, “No, nothing yet.” “Have you heard of the Ebony 
Fashion Fair?” he asked. I said, “Yes, I know about it. I saw it in Ebony and 
Jet magazines.” 

He said, “I know the person who runs the Ebony Fashion Fair. I could 
introduce you to her.” My first thought this was a guy who was trying to 
score, trying to get next to me. I did not think there was anything to it. He 
asked if I wanted to meet her and I said “Of course.” But I was not putting 
anything into it. He said, “I can see you don’t believe I know her. That’s okay. 
I think she will be here in about two weeks. I’ll set up lunch for the three of 
us.”  

In a couple of weeks he said, “Freda DeKnight is in town and I have arranged 
for us to have lunch with her.” I said, “Okay.” I still did not believe there was 
anything to it. But, just in case, I started thinking about what I would wear and 
my hair and all of that.  

When the car pulled into my driveway, I saw Mrs. DeKnight sitting in the 
front seat with him. I could not believe it. I recognized her right away, 
because I had seen her picture in a column called “A Date with a Dish,” a 
food column in Ebony magazine. I started to get in the back seat of the car. I 
caught myself and waited for him to come around and open the door, the way 
the gentleman had done at the French restaurant. 

She asked questions about what size I wore, and whether my weight went up 
and down. I said, “No, my weight has been 136 pounds for the past few 
years.” She asked what I was doing with my life. I told her I worked full-time 
as a secretary, was a junior in college, and had completed modeling school. 
Well, her eyes lit up when I said I was a graduate of John Robert Powers. She 
knew it was the top modeling school in the country.  

By the time lunch was over, we had agreed that—well, she asked me about 
school. We talked about the Ebony Fashion Fair, an African-American 
traveling fashion show that was about two years old. Clothes were by top 
European designers. My recollection is they did not have any American 
designers yet. The Fashion Fair was sponsored by Johnson Publishing 
Company, an African-American publishing company that published Ebony 
and Jet magazines. 
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Mrs. Eunice Johnson, the wife of the publisher, had tried to borrow clothes 
from American designers. The major design houses loaned garments out to 
major white fashion shows but they would not loan them to her. Mrs. Johnson 
went to Paris and bought top designer clothes she wanted to showcase, maybe 
thirty or forty garments. The Ebony Fashion Fair traveled to fifty-three cities 
in about three months. We did shows almost every night. We had our own bus 
and a white bus driver, because when traveling in southern states, African-
Americans could not eat in restaurants and use public [facilities]. 

Crawford: Was that true? 

02-00:51:09 

Handy: Oh, that was absolutely true. You could go to the back door of a white-owned 
restaurant and see if they would sell you take-out food. But you could not sit 
and eat in the restaurant where a white person might eat. You could go to a 
colored café if you could find one. For all practical purposes we could not eat 
in restaurants. Public restrooms were marked white and colored, and the rules 
were strictly enforced.  

Crawford: And hotels? 

02-00:51:11 

Handy: Same thing. We could not stay in hotels because you could not sleep in a place 
a white person might sleep. We stayed in colored people’s homes in the 
South, maybe from Washington D.C. or Maryland, all through the South, and 
maybe as far north as St. Louis. We did not have a sit-down meal in a 
restaurant for weeks. When we could not eat in a restaurant, Mr. Johnson’s 
rule was you do not go to the back door to get into a restaurant and you do not 
use segregated public facilities. The Ebony Fashion Fair had an advance staff 
that arranged ahead of time for sleeping and eating so we always knew in 
advance where we would eat and sleep—in Southern states it was always in 
colored people’s homes. When we could not eat in a restaurant, Ben (I don’t 
remember his last name), our white bus driver went in the front door of the 
restaurant, bought food, bought it to us, and we ate on our chartered bus. 

Crawford: The shows were well-attended? 

02-00:52:01 

Handy: Absolutely.  

Crawford: That’s shocking. 

02-00:52:04 

Handy: Yes. I tell you, there are a lot of stories there. The other thing Mrs. DeKnight 
asked about was school and returning to my regular job. She said the tour 
would be just three months and wanted to know if I would be able to return to 
my regular job. I said, “I am sure I can get my job back. If not, I can go to the 
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civil service registry and be reinstated to the next available job in my 
classification; and I can take a leave of absence from college.”  

Crawford: And that was going to be lucrative for you. 

02-00:52:51 

Handy: It was very lucrative, $163 dollars a week with all expenses paid. Mrs. 
DeKnight said, “If you are frugal you can do this without spending any 
money. Everything you need will be provided. Now, some people will waste 
their money. Every time they see a store they will buy something. But if you 
are smart you can go home with all of your money.” That is what I did--I 
came back with almost two thousand dollars.  

Overall, the tour ended up being about four months of travel because we went 
to Chicago for a week to meet the magazine staff, and then to New York for 
two weeks for fittings and rehearsals. I do not know how the other people 
were treated, but I was treated like royalty. When I was in New York for two 
weeks, I had a driver and an escort who took me wherever I wanted to go—
restaurants, nightclubs, theaters, and tourist places. 

Crawford: So no trouble in New York. 

02-00:54:12 

Handy: No trouble at all. I had my own hotel room. I was out every day and night. We 
went on the road for two weeks, down the East Coast, and then back to New 
York for a week to regroup.  

 One of the events in Washington, DC, would become the highlight of the tour 
for me. When I lived in San Francisco in the 1950s, I often went to a 
neighborhood hangout called the Plantation Club. Among the small group of 
regulars was a man named Andrew Hatcher. President John Kennedy 
appointed him as the first African-American presidential press aide. In 
Washington, DC, I mentioned to the Fashion Fair director that an African-
American man was a press aide to the president and wondered if she would 
want me to try to reach him, and maybe I could get him to invite us to the 
White House. She said she would call Mr. Johnson, the publisher of Ebony 
and Jet magazines and have him make a formal request. Wonders never cease! 
Andrew Hatcher invited us to lunch at the White House. After lunch as were 
leaving, I spotted three men coming down a staircase. One of the men was 
President Kennedy! 

 President Kennedy approached us and asked Andrew, “And who are these 
lovely ladies?” Andrew introduced Mrs. DeKnight and she said, “We are the 
Ebony Fashion Fair. We have some of the most beautiful women in America 
as models—all sizes and colors, and from all over the country. We’ll be 
performing tonight at—“I don’t remember the name of the venue.  
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 The president said he knew the Ebony Fashion Fair very well because Mrs. 
Kennedy was part of a group that brought the show to Boston. Andrew 
quickly summoned the photographer and ushered Mrs. DeKnight and her aide 
toward the president.  

The photographer then summoned the models and assembled us for a group 
photograph. We were all speechless for a while as the President continued on 
his way. The two photographs were featured in a story in Jet magazine. 

After Washington, DC, we went through the Southern states—I will tell you 
some of the stories in the South - it may be too much for right now. Then it 
was up through the Midwest. I don’t think we sat in a restaurant for a meal 
until we got to Lincoln, Nebraska, after leaving the New York area, because 
everything was segregated all through the South. We went west after that, but 
we had a long period of eating on the bus. 

Crawford: Were the audiences at these shows mixed? 

02-00:55:21 

Handy: No. 

Crawford: No, they weren’t? 

02-00:55:23 

Handy: No. They were all colored. A colored social organization sponsored us in each 
city. They helped with sleeping and eating arrangements throughout the 
South. That is how we lived. We were sponsored by a prominent corporation 
that could afford the best of accommodations, but we lived in colored people’s 
homes. There was no other choice because of racial segregation. 

Crawford: And they were hospitable. 

02-00:55:51 

Handy: They were very hospitable. It was like a contest, an honor to have us in their 
homes. It was a unique and very special experience. That would have been in 
1962.  

Crawford: Very slow. 

02-00:56:24 

Handy: Yes. It was still very segregated in ’62 and civil rights legislation was yet to 
be passed. So that is how I ended up being a model¸ another series of happy 
accidents. 

Crawford: You had a lot of serendipity in your life, didn’t you? 

02-00:56:36 

Handy: I had so much! You will not believe it, as you hear all of this.  
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Crawford: But you know what? You deserved it; you were in line for it. In other words, it 
wasn’t chance. 

02-00:56:48 

Handy: I believe that. I cannot remember who said it, but something like “luck is 
preparation meeting chance,” or something like that. Every time one of these 
things happened—like the Ebony Fashion Fair. Well, I had a degree from the 
top modeling school in the country. And, at UC Berkeley and San Francisco 
State, I was close to an A student. I had a B here and there, but it was at least a 
B+ grade point average. Almost every time something like that happened, 
whatever the baseline requirement, I had it. 

Crawford: You had it. 

02-00:57:35 

Handy: Yes, including when you hear some of these things about how I became a 
college president, it will blow your mind. 

Crawford: Okay. 

02-00:57:43 

Handy: But it was the same kind of thing. 

Crawford: Well, good. We’re right at two hours, so let’s end it here. 

02-00:57:48 

Handy: Okay. 

Crawford: Remarkable story. 
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Interview 2: October 30, 2014 
Audio Files 3 and 4 

Crawford: We’re recording now. This is October 30, 2014, interview number two with 
Del Anderson Handy. Let’s back up and talk in more detail about your 
decision to study in San Diego, and your major.  

[a portion of audio file 4 is inserted here] 

04-00:00:48. 

Handy: It was 1963, the year I returned from the Fashion Fair to my old job at the VA 
Hospital. Before I left for the Fashion Fair, I had started to notice how 
dependent everyone in the department was on me. It seemed I was doing 
everything, that people didn’t want to come to work if I wasn’t there because 
they wouldn’t know what to do, or couldn’t make it through the day. I often 
felt I was doing everything but surgery! I was functioning as an office 
manager, secretary to the director, overseeing the department budget, drafting 
correspondence for the audiologists, speech pathologists, and the director, 
transcribing dictation from doctors in the Ear, Nose, and Throat Department, 
ordering supplies, supervising other clerical workers, among many other 
things.  

Most of the professional staff were graduates of Stanford University. When 
one of the PhDs from Stanford asked me to edit a professional paper he 
planned to submit for publication, a light went off in my head. If I am smart 
enough to edit professional papers of Stanford PhDs, I should be making more 
money. The only thing holding me back was the lack of a degree. I felt 
restless and unsettled when several events came together that led me to move 
to San Diego.  

My sister Thelma’s husband was in the Navy and headed overseas for a two-
year tour of duty. My sister was working full-time, with a son in middle 
school and a daughter in preschool. They knew I was trying to complete my 
degree. They suggested I come to San Diego and live rent-free with Thelma, 
help her with the kids, and go to college full-time while he was overseas. 
Thelma and I had always been close as the only two people from our family 
who had migrated to California. She came about three years after I arrived and 
lived with me for a short period in San Francisco while her future husband 
was overseas.  

It had been such a slow pace working full-time and taking one class a 
semester, I thought, what do I have to lose? I can complete my degree at the 
same time I can help my sister and her children.  

I got another full-time GS-5 job as Secretary to the Director of Photography at 
the Navy Electronics Laboratory, Mr. Carroll Thompson. NEL was heavily 
engaged in the study of undersea warfare and the Vietnam War was being 
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waged. This would have been ’63-64. I worked full-time for a year and saved 
money for tuition, books, supplies, upkeep of my car, etc. 

My new job required an FBI investigation in order to be custodian of top-
secret photographs. I was the primary custodian of classified photographs, 
keys, and access to the room where photographs were filed. Anyone who 
needed a photograph came to my window, showed their ID, and I determined 
whether they were authorized to have access--photographers, researchers, 
divers, naval officers, etc. At the end of the day I secured and locked all 
photographs, department keys and identification badges.  

I transcribed tapes from contractors and naval personnel deployed to Vietnam 
and other Southeast Asian countries, including tapes from battlefields. When I 
told them I was leaving to return to school, they asked me to continue working 
and created a job for me. They made arrangements for me to do some of my 
work at home and to come to NEL to do top secret work. I took that deal and 
worked part-time for NEL for the next two years transcribing top secret tapes 
from the field. I was also responsible for all correspondence about a particular 
naval research vessel that I will not name. It is not relevant now but I will 
retain my top-secret status. 

Crawford: These were Vietnam years. 

04-00:06:04 

Handy: Yes. I had all the work I wanted, worked at my own pace at whatever time I 
wanted to do it. It was perfect. I worked at NEL until I got my degree except 
for a short stint with another department in the Navy, the Bureau of Weapons. 
Fleet Readiness Representative, the department responsible for being ready 
for any warfare that might emanate from attack on the West Coast.  

When I went to San Diego State, I was still wandering around the curriculum 
and had not declared a major. Socially, I was very isolated, living with my 
sister in navy housing where adults were focused on their jobs and child-
rearing. The only person I knew in San Diego other than my sister and her 
friends was a doctor I met through my supervisor at the VA hospital in San 
Francisco. I contacted him and a dating relationship developed and lasted for a 
year or more. He encouraged me to look into nursing as a major. I had never 
thought about nursing as a career, and the idea of taking all the science classes 
terrified me because I did not have enough math in high school. Remember, 
that was part of what I needed for UC Berkeley. He was very encouraging and 
said, “Don’t be afraid to try things because you might fail. You just keep 
going. Maybe you will have to put in more time than other people. Why don’t 
you try it and see?”  

We were in a fairly serious relationship and I knew he had my best interest at 
heart. I decided to try it. I should have brought my transcript of all those 



39 

 

science classes I completed: general chemistry, organic chemistry, inorganic 
chemistry, anatomy, and physiology. 

Crawford: This was when you were thinking of nursing? 

04-00:08:41 

Handy: Yes, because to get into the nursing program, you had to complete all the 
science prerequisites before entering the nursing program. The only nursing 
courses you could take in the first year were “Introduction to Nursing” and 
“Community Nursing,” introductory or exploratory courses. You had to begin 
the science courses concurrently. That was where students got wiped out. It 
was as if they said, “You want to go into a nursing program? Show us you can 
finish all these science classes.” I cannot say it was easy, and I cannot say I 
was the best student there, but I passed all my science classes and was 
accepted into the program.  

Crawford: Good for you. 

04-00:09:14 

Handy: In the second semester, I started the practicum in the hospital--wore the white 
nurses’ uniform, cap, and white stockings and shoes, and all that. On one level 
it was surreal because I had never imagined I could be a nurse. I did very well 
in the practicum in the hospital, especially the interaction with patients and the 
medical staff. My experience in the VA Hospital gave me a jump on most 
students who had never worked in a hospital. I was doing very well, but I will 
tell you the honest truth about that. It was hard physical labor being on your 
feet all day, and it was a heavy emotional load working with sick people every 
day.  

I thought, okay I can do one of these, but I don’t think I can do both. I decided 
I did not want to be a nurse. I should say right here, I have always been glad I 
took those science classes because I would never have known I could do that.  

Crawford: But you had options. 

04-00:10:46 

Handy: Yes. I was not married and I did not have children. I was in my mid-twenties 
and the sole support of myself. I did not have to consider what anyone else 
thought. I got used to doing things however I wanted to do them, even if they 
did not make sense to others or seemed like I was wasting time.  

I was not worried about failing in the nursing program because I had gone 
through the hardest part. Most people got washed out in the sciences. And 
once you got past the sciences it was assumed you could make it through the 
program and they provided support if it was needed.  

I thought, well, I have to get a degree in something, so I looked at every major 
in the college catalog. I thought, I have more than completed the general 
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education requirements and just need to complete a major. I do not care what 
the major is. I will take whatever is the fastest degree I can get.  

I made appointments with two or three department chairs, Sociology, 
Psychology, and Human Development and Family Life. The fastest route to a 
degree was through the Human Development and Family Life program. I met 
with the chairperson, Dr. Nona Cannon. She looked at my transcript and said 
she could not believe all the courses I had completed. She said the courses 
were much more advanced than the department required in the social, 
physical, and biological sciences. She said she could waive courses in those 
areas, and if I went full-time I could graduate in one year with one course in 
the summer. I signed up for it right there that day. I got my first degree in 
Human Development and Family Education in 1965.  

Crawford: You did it. 

04-00:13:17 

Handy: —after all of that. I was so happy. It was the happiest day of my life. 

Crawford: How were you thinking you would use your degree? 

04-00:13:25 

Handy: At the time, Head Start, a federally funded pre-school program, had passed or 
was about to be passed by the Congress. That was one option. I thought I 
could work in most any social service agency. I could be a director of a 
nursery school or preschool program. But Head Start was on the horizon and I 
was very interested in that. I actually became one of the very early Head Start 
directors. 

Crawford: That’s not even on your copious résumé. 

04-00:13:52 

Handy: It’s not even on there? I will have to correct that. I worked as a Head Start 
Director in Santa Monica. It was the first job after the master’s degree so that 
would I have been 1967. I worked there for almost a year. 

Crawford: [doorbell has rung] Do you need to get that door. All right. So continue.  

04-00:14:22 

Handy: Where was I? 

Crawford: You were so happy with your degree. 

04-00:14:25 

Handy: I was so happy with my degree. Oh, to finish the Head Start story. When I was 
finishing my master’s degree, I was assigned to a practicum to work with 
children in the San Diego Unified School District and somehow I ended up 
being a boss. See, I told you, some of these things just happened. I had about 
six months of experience helping set up their Head Start program. I was a 
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supervisor and that gave me an advantage over other candidates because when 
it was rolled out I was among a handful of people who actually had some 
leadership experience with it.  

Back to when I graduated with my baccalaureate degree, by that time I 
thought, well, I should try to get my master’s degree. San Diego State had a 
new two-year master’s degree program in the new School of Social Work. It 
had been open for just a year. I applied for it and took a battery of tests—the 
Graduate Record Examination, the Millers Analogies tests, among others. For 
reasons I do not understand, I was never a good test-taker. I was terrified by 
all the tests I had to take for graduate school. In fact, I applied for the master’s 
program in social work at UCLA at the same time and got wiped out by one of 
the tests.  

I was accepted into the program as part of the second class. I was living with 
my sister at the time. I remember my interview with the dean of the school, 
Dr. Ernest Witte. I had my four-year-old niece, Pam, with me because I 
picked her up from preschool every day. During the interview Dr. Witte asked 
if she was my child. I was glad he asked because it gave me the chance to say, 
“No, I don’t have any children. This is my sister’s child, and she and her 
husband have made it possible for me to go to school without paying rent or 
having any expenses. This is some of what I do to try to pay for my keep. I 
pick up the children after school and oversee after-school activities and 
homework.”  

When the interview finished, Dr. Witte said the school had just a few 
scholarships, but the faculty recommended an award on the basis of my record 
and the outcome of the interview with the dean. The School of Social Work 
awarded me a two-year scholarship of $250 a month from the Children’s 
Bureau. We don’t even have the Children’s Bureau anymore, but there was 
once a department in the federal government that was focused just on the 
welfare of children. He said the only requirement was that I would have to 
work a minimum of five years in the service of children. If I did that I would 
not have to pay any of the money back. Well, that was really easy because my 
degree was in a field that served children. 

Crawford: A perfect combination. 

04-00:18:44 

Handy: Yes, I am now a graduate student in the School of Social Work. I was in the 
second class of students that came into the new degree program. I was older 
than most of my classmates. It had taken me so long to get my bachelor’s 
degree that every year my classmates got younger.  

Crawford: How did you find that? 
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04-00:23:58 

Handy: I started to feel younger. Some of my classmates were still living at home with 
their parents while I had been on my own for ten years, and had traveled all 
over the country with the Fashion Fair. 

Crawford: What were you doing with your modeling, at that point, anything? 

04-00:24:26 

Handy: I wasn’t doing anything with it. When I left San Francisco, I said goodbye to 
it and focused on completing my degrees. I met a woman there, a couple of 
women, who were modeling, and I did a little. But if I could not make it in 
San Francisco, I did not think I could make it in San Diego because San 
Francisco was the fashion capital of the West Coast. In San Diego I took a 
class in millinery and was featured on local television modeling some of my 
hats. I also had a spread for a local magazine that was photographed at the San 
Diego Zoo. I was photographed in front of cages with wild animals in the 
background, like a tiger in the background, and I am wearing a fancy gown 
and I am all dressed up with makeup and all of that. I moved around so much I 
lost most of my photos. 

Crawford: Too bad. 

04-00:25:35 

Handy: I would like to find them but I don’t think I will. Once I pivoted toward “I 
need to get my degree” I focused almost exclusively on school. 

Crawford: You knew you wanted to go far. 

04-00:25:55 

Handy: Right, I wanted to get that done. Once I had the scholarship, it was so easy 
because for the first time in my life I was not working. I was in my mid-
twenties. I could go to school and I did not have to work. I could even give 
my sister a few bucks every now and then. I felt rich, actually.  

Crawford: That’s a great place to stop; we’ve done an hour. 

04-00:26:27 

Handy: Yes, okay. Can you imagine that, feeling rich—? [laughter] 

Crawford: So how did you channel that toward children, your curriculum? 

04-00:18:52 

Handy: I worked for a year in Head Start in Santa Monica and three years as an 
adoptions social worker in Los Angeles. Maybe they did not follow-up on it. I 
did not work directly for children after that. Well, I had my two years of field 
practicum and I think they counted that, too. Yes, it looks like it all added up 
to five years. 
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Crawford: What was the demographic of the children that you worked with there in San 
Diego? 

04-00:19:42 

Handy: In both San Diego and Santa Monica, it was predominantly white. I would say 
maybe 10 percent African-American, a couple of Latinos, maybe a couple of 
Asians, the rest white. 

Crawford:  I would think there would’ve been a lot of Latinos then, but not so much? 

04-00:20:04 

Handy: No. Not then, at least not where I was assigned. No. In the adoptions 
department in Los Angeles, I worked with families that wanted to adopt a 
child. Part of my responsibility was to make sure the home was a safe and 
welcoming place where a child could thrive. That meant analyzing how the 
prospective parents felt, what they would be like as parents, and making a 
decision about whether or not I could recommend them as quote, “suitable to 
adopt a child.” 

It was not so much suitable as it was whether I felt, and my supervisor agreed, 
a child could thrive in that environment, and what kind of child would be most 
likely to thrive in that environment.  

There were so many African-American children in foster care at that time that 
they “loosened” the regulations, so a single African-American could adopt an 
African American child, and white couples could also adopt an African-
American child. That is when the transracial adoption movement came in with 
some white families adopting African-American children. It was very 
controversial. 

Crawford: It was encouraged officially? 

04-00:22:10 

Handy: Yes. In Los Angeles, the department decided it was better for a child to have 
two parents of another race than to have a series of temporary parents through 
foster care. Later, African-American single parents were approved with a 
similar rationale. Having a permanent single African-American parent who 
would always be your parent was better than being in a foster home where a 
couple might be your parents for a year, and next year maybe another couple 
would be your parents. That was the thinking that went into the philosophy. It 
was very controversial nationally, and in Los Angeles as well. But the 
department stuck with it and that is what we did. 

Crawford: You had finished graduate school? 

Handy: I had already finished my master’s degree. I did not talk much about my 
master’s program. I should talk about it because it was fascinating. 
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Crawford: Yes, you should. 

03-00:00:02 

Handy: As a graduate student in the School of Social Work at San Diego State, I am 
one of five African-Americans in a class of, I am guessing, twenty five to 
thirty students—two women and three men. The other African-American 
woman was older, maybe fifty years old, married, and commuted from San 
Francisco. The men are about five years younger—one from San Diego one 
from Los Angeles, and one from Jamaica. It was totally diverse— racially, 
older and younger, people who were newly-graduated , people who had been 
working professionally for years, people looking for a second chance. The 
school was organized around a social justice philosophy and social action. The 
curriculum included individual therapy, group therapy, and community 
organization. Everyone had to go through a sequence of courses in each of 
those three areas. 

 Many students went into social work to become psychotherapists to try to 
understand why people do what they do, to understand the conscious and 
unconscious bases of individual behavior. They might work as therapists in 
mental health clinics, hospitals and medical clinics, schools, or increasingly in 
private practice. The foundation of psychotherapy was still based on theories 
of Sigmund Freud about the role of the unconscious in individual behavior. 
Other therapies were emerging but Freud was still the principal. Every student 
was expected to be competent in this area of practice.  

 The second area of study was group therapy or group dynamics, helping 
groups gain consensus in solving problems, and understanding individual 
behavior in a group context. Some examples of this practice included work 
with juveniles, substance abusers, schools, etc. This practice was not as well 
developed or as prestigious as individual therapy.  

 The third area of study was community organization, where a social worker 
helped groups organize and solve social problems affecting large numbers of 
people, i.e., criminal justice issues, housing issues, conditions of migrant 
workers, racial discrimination, poverty, etc. Often practitioners were social 
and political activists seeking large-scale social change in organizations and 
systems. Practitioners might work with churches, grass roots organizations, 
and formal and informal political organizations.  

 These three areas of study were perfect for my future work as an administrator 
where understanding human behavior and getting things done through others 
were critical skills.  

Crawford: Were there practicums as well? 
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03-00:01:17 

Handy: Yes. Every student had a practicum each semester in a different setting, under 
the supervision of a faculty member. This would have been ’65 to ’67. There 
were many demonstrations on college campuses at that time. 

Crawford: What was going on there? 

03-00:01:39 

Handy: There were demonstrations against the war, racism, treatment of migrant 
workers. There were demonstrations about everything, even demonstrations 
against the computer lab. 

Crawford: Were you active? 

03-00:01:53 

Handy: Yes. I participated in demonstrations protesting working conditions of 
Mexican migrant workers, including lack of toilet facilities in the fields. In my 
speech class I gave a speech about the lettuce we ate was contaminated 
because workers were forced to urinate in the fields. It shocked everyone in 
the class. The demonstrations were organized by Cesar Chavez and Dolores 
Huerta.  

I participated in several demonstrations where major companies had no 
African-American workers. In a demonstration against Bank of America, 
someone on the top floor of the bank threw human feces on us. Some of our 
faculty demonstrated alongside students. I was present when one of my 
professors was detained when a police officer accused him of carrying a 
weapon—a closed umbrella on a rainy day. 

The curriculum was very appropriate for my needs. It gave expression to what 
students were feeling. It was the first time I heard white people speak out 
forcefully against racism. Students were required to interact with each other 
on a constant basis around social and racial issues. We were together most of 
the time and got to know each other as people. We socialized with each other 
beyond the classroom. The topics in the class were contemporary, about what 
was happening in San Diego and in the larger society.  

Crawford: San Diego being a very conservative community? 

03-00:03:11 

Handy: Yes. The School of Social Work was definitely out of step with San Diego, 
given the school was built on a social justice philosophy. That philosophy was 
very meaningful for me, and I believe for all of my classmates. There was a 
practicum every semester, so each student had three or four different types of 
experiences. I worked one semester with middle school children and one 
semester with high school children, and I worked a full year in the public 
welfare department with senior citizens and families with children.  
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Oh, I met my future first husband there. He was one of my classmates. His 
name was Fred Anderson. He grew up in a black middle-class family in Los 
Angeles. His father was a prominent minister and his mother was a 
homemaker. He had one sister who was a nurse. He came directly from a 
baccalaureate degree into the master’s program, as I did, except he had 
finished his in four years and it took me ten years to complete mine. We did 
not date each other during the first year. It seemed everyone was dating 
someone of another race.  

Crawford: Oh, that’s very interesting. It was an objective, almost. 

03-00:05:43 

Handy: Yes. At least in that situation, because in the first year, I think every—well, 
the older woman, African-American woman was married and commuted from 
San Francisco, so she was not part of this scene. The three black guys dated 
white girls, and I dated a white guy for almost a year. He was one of my 
classmates in graduate school and one of the few students who was my age. 
He had served in the Peace Corps in Africa for several years. That relationship 
ended shortly after he insisted on introducing me to his parents. We were not 
talking about getting engaged or anything serious. I had reservations about 
meeting his parents but he insisted. We met them for dinner at a well-known 
restaurant on the waterfront. That relationship ended soon after that. The next 
day he said his father came after him with a gun because we were dating. We 
were both almost thirty years old.  

Fred and I started dating in the second year. When we graduated we decided 
we wanted to continue our relationship. We both found jobs in Los Angeles 
where I worked in the adoptions department and he worked in the probation 
department. We married after about a year and rented our first home together 
in a new apartment building on Romaine Street in Hollywood.  

Crawford: That was kind of glamorous. 

03-00:06:55 

Handy: We never saw a movie star or famous person, but our address was in 
Hollywood. So when I tell people I lived in Hollywood, they think it means 
something totally different from what the experience was. It was a little side 
street in Hollywood, but it was a new building. We worked and saved our 
money and did what new married people do.  

In the third year of our marriage, I got a call from the dean of the School of 
Social Work at San Diego State, our alma mater. It was a new dean, not the 
dean when I was a student there. His name was Dr. Kurt Reichert. He called 
and after introductions and some small he talk said he wanted to talk to about 
the possibility of joining the faculty at San Diego State. 

Crawford:       A surprise? 
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03-0 

Handy: I was shocked. I was thinking is this a joke? What is this really about? It 
caught me by surprise because never in my imagination did I think I could be 
a college professor. I must have been speechless for a long time and he 
explained how he came to that decision. He said the School of Social Work, 
like other institutions, was facing pressure to integrate. He said the school 
wanted to integrate the faculty and get out in front of that. 

Crawford: Because the faculty wasn’t very mixed at that time. 

03-00:09:07 

Handy: Right, all white faculty. The dean said the faculty had recommended the best 
way to approach the issue was to hire an African-American graduate of the 
program, and there was a consensus I would be the best person. So, now my 
head is really spinning and I am thinking, who am I, Jackie Robinson? What is 
this really? 

Crawford: How did you feel about that? 

03-00:10:14 

Handy: I felt scared. I felt mystified. I asked, why me? I wondered what it all meant, 
in the larger scheme of things. But at the same time, I was excited that my 
former teachers thought I could do this. Well, let me back up and say when I 
was a graduate student, I may have been the only student who thought you 
had to read everything the faculty wrote, spoke, or gave you as a handout—
their recommended reading list, their required reading list, their course 
syllabus, their writings, their speeches, their everything. I was probably the 
best-read person in my class. I could talk with confidence about any subject 
that came up in class, because I had read everything. So from that perspective, 
I was not surprised because I was a voracious reader. Faculty know when you 
have read the material. I had been away just two years so all my professors 
were still there and knew my temperament and work ethic.  

I became the first African-American full-time tenure-track faculty member in 
the School of Social Work.  

Crawford: Let’s talk about that for a minute. What was on the reading list? Who were the 
outstanding writers in the field? 

03-00:11:35 

Handy:  Oh, my God. Who were the outstanding writers in the field at the time? Gosh, 
I am really old. I cannot even remember that. I will have to come back to that. 
I just cannot remember. I remember some textbooks, but I cannot remember—
I’ve lived a dozen lives since then. I just don’t remember. 

Crawford: You have gone different ways. 

03-00:12:02 

Handy: Yes. Many! 
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Crawford: Who were your students there? What was the age difference, and what were 
they preparing for? 

03-00:12:09 

Handy: The students in my class? Some were already working in social service 
agencies, and all of us were preparing to be social workers. The MSW 
(masters of social work) was a very practical degree. In addition to traditional 
psychotherapy you could work in other agencies and settings. You could work 
in schools, colleges, hospitals, parole and probation agencies, public welfare 
agencies, and private practice, among many others.  

Crawford: That would count as social work? 

03-00:12:39 

Handy: Yes, there were medical social or psychiatric social workers in hospitals, 
counseling in schools and colleges —a wide range of options. Many agencies 
sought professional people to help clients learn how to take better care of 
themselves, not just physically, but in other ways. You might have social 
workers in the unemployment department or senior citizens organizations, for 
example. There was plenty of work. 

Crawford: But that meant a move from Hollywood. 

03-00:13:17 

Handy: Well, let’s see. I am getting confused about the dates here. I was an adoption 
social worker when I was in Hollywood. I did that for three years.  

Crawford:  ’69 to ’72. 

03-00:13:34 

Handy: Yes, that would require a move from Hollywood. Oh, but there is a longer 
story. I asked the dean a lot of questions. I said, “Well, when would I start?” 
This was around the second week in August. He said, “Classes will start the 
third week in September.” I asked in disbelief, “A month to get ready?” He 
said yes. He said everyone realized it was a short turnaround time and was 
prepared to help. He said his door would always be open to me. He said I 
could use the course outlines and materials developed by other faculty until I 
had the time to develop my own materials. I was in a state of near-panic at the 
thought of walking into a classroom with just four or five weeks to prepare to 
teach a full university load, not to mention that I had a husband to consider. I 
tried to steady myself and not let panic show. 

I said, “Well, I am married now and my husband and I have never considered 
living apart. I would have to take that into consideration. I have to discuss it 
with him.” The dean said if it was just a matter of a job for him, he might be 
able to create a job for him. I said, “What kind of job would it be?” He said he 
had some grant money he could use to create an entry-level administrative 
position. He said it would not be a permanent position, it would not be on the 
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faculty tenure track, and the grant was for just three years. When the grant ran 
out, if everything was satisfactory, he could be considered for a regular tenure 
track teaching position if the faculty recommended it. You had to teach at 
least three years before you could be considered for tenure. He stressed tenure 
was not automatic and there was a well-defined process and a vote of the full 
faculty to be tenured.  

He said, “Why don’t you discuss it? Take two or three days and call me 
back.” I had never heard of anyone creating a job or being offered a job out of 
the blue like that, and not having to apply for it. When I got home I was 
thinking, how am I going to present this to Fred? This is going to sound so 
bizarre.  

When I told Fred about it did strike him as odd. He asked if I knew why they 
picked me and I told him they wanted to integrate the faculty and the faculty 
had recommended that they hire me. We talked about it some more and I said, 
“Well, I would not take a job just for myself. I told them I was married and we 
had never considered living apart. They said they would create a job for you 
and we could both work there.” Both of us had graduated just two years 
earlier so faculty knew both of us very well. 

We talked some more and finally I said, “Look, this sounds like it is too good 
to be true, and maybe it is too good to be true; but we should go investigate it. 
Let’s meet with the dean and then decide because all the questions you are 
asking, I don’t know the answers. I had a fifteen or twenty-minute 
conversation with the dean and I still have a lot of questions myself.” 

Crawford: But he liked the idea? 

03-00:17:12 

Handy: I don’t know what he thought and I do not want to speculate. He asked, why 
me, and there was some hesitancy. Ultimately, he agreed to go. The dean met 
with me first and walked through everything. He met with Fred alone and then 
he met with us together. At the end, the offer was what he had described in the 
first call. The dean gave us time alone to discuss the offers and we met with 
him again in the afternoon. We both were happy with the offers and the 
opportunity to begin careers we had never imagined. 

Crawford: And he would be on the faculty. 

03-00:18:09 

Handy: He would be on the faculty but he would be in a temporary grant-funded 
position. He would not be on the tenure track that could lead to tenured 
faculty status. When you are on the tenure track it is anticipated that you will 
continue on to tenure unless your performance is unsatisfactory. When you are 
on a grant funding it is more tenuous – when the money runs out your job 
goes away. At that point the faculty and the dean have the discretion to 
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consider you to begin on the tenure track as a faculty. No one got on the 
tenure track or attained tenure without recommendation of the tenured faculty.  

03-00:18:50 

Handy: The dean assured him the grant was for three years and all things being 
satisfactory and no problems it should be okay. So hey, we had our degrees, 
we did not have children, we had nothing to lose, and if that did not work, we 
would do something else. So, that is how we became “the black faculty” in the 
School of Social Work. There was so much going on there. We really were the 
black faculty, because people asked us, “What do black people think? What 
do black people want?” Every time something came up in the community or 
on the news about a black person we were called on to respond to it. If black 
students were acting up we were on the front lines of that. It was a real 
cauldron. 

Crawford: Was there a lot of protest about racism? 

03-00:19:47 

Handy: Yes. 

Crawford: About the war? 

03-00:19:51 

Handy: Yes. About the war, racism, conditions of migrant workers, job 
discrimination; a lot of demands. Like I said, it was a real cauldron. In 
addition to getting up to speed to teach a full-time load in about a month it 
was quite a challenge. But it was very exciting.  

The dean said he would assign me an office-mate who was very special. Glen 
Haworth was a well-respected senior faculty member, and he said Glen would 
be available to answer questions or discuss any issues that might occur. He 
said I would be sharing an office with someone who had not met me yet but 
who cared about what I would experience there. And he did.  

His wife Joanne Haworth was an even more critical supporter. She had taught 
two of the courses I would be teaching. She shared her teaching materials and 
helped me prepare for the first semester while I developed my own materials. 
Everyone was helpful. At the end of my first year I got very high marks but I 
really worked for it. In the first semester I taught Introduction to Marriage and 
Family, Introduction to Social Welfare, and I supervised a practicum in the 
public welfare department.  

Crawford: What was the caseload work in the agency? 

03-00:22:52 

Handy: The caseload was six graduate students.  

Crawford: They were working in the community? 
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Handy: Yes. Students were assigned to various services in the public welfare 
department. In the first semester, I oversaw students working in a program for 
families with children. It was called Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
at that time. I think it is called something else now. 

I did not have to be present all the time, but I had to get them started each day, 
and evaluate what they had done at the closing of each day. I had to monitor 
what they were doing and assure myself they were meeting the standards set 
by the school.  

After a very busy beginning, everything went exceptionally well. I earned the 
reputation as an effective teacher in both the graduate and undergraduate 
programs. I was ranked in the top thirty percent of undergraduate faculty. I 
was glad I had been a voracious reader because all my evaluations 
commended the volume of reading I did, and how I integrated my knowledge 
into the curriculum. In the graduate program I taught courses in the social 
policy sequence where I also developed new courses that were approved by 
senior faculty.  

I had excellent evaluations all three years. Toward the second semester in the 
third year, the dean called me in and went through the routine to prepare for 
tenure. He commended me on my evaluations and said the faculty tenure 
committee had recommended to the full faculty to put my name forward for a 
vote for tenure. 

 Crawford: That would be unusual, within a very short time. 

03-00:24:18 

Handy: I don’t know how unusual it was. The earliest you could be considered for 
tenure was after successful completion of three years of classroom teaching 
and I was approaching that time. It may have taken some faculty longer, I just 
don’t know. There was a formal policy for tenure beginning with a faculty 
tenure committee that recommended who should be considered for tenure and 
recommended to the full faculty, and the full faculty voted on it and sent it on 
to the dean.  

While I was doing well in my assignment, in my personal life things had 
become somewhat problematic for a number of reasons. To begin, there were 
two other married couples in the department. I had never even heard of the 
word nepotism—but all of a sudden the word nepotism was being thrown 
around everywhere, including at us. I think it was a simmering issue before 
we arrived, and escalated because all six of us were either influential senior 
faculty on important committees, or, in our case, vocal upstarts about racism 
because the times demanded it and we were committed to it. 

My Introduction to Social Welfare class was very challenging—politically, of 
all things. It was a requirement only for social welfare majors, but it was a 
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recommended elective for several professions involving public service, 
including police officers. Other students came directly to my class after an 
economics class taught by a professor who was described on campus and in 
local media as a “radical economist.” Students were really worked up in his 
class and it spilled over into my class. He attracted attention in the media as a 
communist and ultimately was shot and injured by right-wing activists. The 
combination of police majors or officers, I don’t recall which, and young 
liberal activists led to an explosive mix in the classroom, including threats of 
violence on several occasions. 

Being the first black person in jobs like these brought unique challenges for 
those of us who held them. Both my husband and I were under tremendous 
stress. We were both successful there, but it would have been easier for me if 
it had been only one of us. 

Ultimately, the faculty voted on a policy that if one person in the department 
was married, and the second person was a candidate to be in the department, 
they would have to get a three-fifths vote of the faculty before the second 
person could be hired. We were caught up in a problem that had been 
simmering well before we arrived. 

Crawford: Objection to bringing in spouses? 

03-00:25:18 

Handy: Yes. Along with the other two couples we were referred to as “power 
couples.” If I said something forceful or controversial in one setting, my 
husband would be confronted about it in another setting even if he did not 
know what I had said or thought, and vice versa. It was the late sixties and 
early seventies and there was plenty of heated rhetoric, even violence. We 
both were in the middle of all of it. We were drawn into almost every 
conversation about race because there were so few African-American faculty 
and administrators on campus.  

My best guess is I was just the third full-time African-American faculty on the 
tenure track in a university of maybe 20,000 students. I could be off on that, 
because I haven’t researched it, but that is my—. I know who the other two 
were, and I think I was the third. They were both men in the social sciences. 
One of them, Dr. Thomas McJunkin, had been one of my professors at Alcorn 
College in Mississippi. 

That was one issue. There were others, including the fact that things were not 
going all that well at home either. I felt like I was in a pot of boiling water. So 
I started thinking about looking to do something else. I looked for vacancies in 
the community colleges in San Diego. At Southwestern College there was a 
faculty position in a new social welfare program for the first two years of a 
baccalaureate degree. You do your freshman and sophomore years there and 
transfer to San Diego State for the last two years to complete the 
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baccalaureate degree. There was a one-year temporary counselor position at 
Grossmont College.  

I applied for both positions and told the dean I was thinking about leaving. He 
was very upset and said he could not understand why because I was doing so 
well. He said I was respected by the entire faculty and he was confident the 
full faculty would recommend tenure. Then he asked me, “Are things that 
bad? Are things bad at home?” I said, “Well, things are rough everywhere—
on the community front, on the racial front, on the college front, and at home.” 

Crawford: How on the racial front? 

03-00:27:18 

Handy: As the first African-American in a job like this, you had to be on top of your 
job—not just good, better than good. You were not just representing yourself, 
you were also representing African-Americans who might come after you. If 
you messed up, you were closing a door for another black person. You were a 
spokesperson for other black people whether you wanted to be or not because 
you were the only black person in the room.  

As African-Americans, when you were in jobs like this, you heard things 
other people did not hear. You heard them in a way that was different from 
other people. You knew things other people did not know because you had life 
experiences and history other people did not. You had obligations to your race 
that other people did not have to their races. You were on the front lines of 
everything that was happening to or that pertained to black people. 

As the only person of color who was a full-time tenure track faculty in the 
School of Social Work, I was assigned to many, many more committees than 
other faculty. It was well-meaning because they thought the voice of 
minorities should be heard. I served on all those committees because a voice 
was needed and mine was the only one at the table. At the same time, it was 
burdensome because there was just one person of color. At one point in an 
open faculty meeting I shouted out to the top of my voice “If you want a 
minority person on every committee, you’re going to have to hire more 
minority faculty!” I had to say that many times in my career because I was 
either the first African-American and/or the first woman in all my jobs in 
twenty eight years in higher education. It felt like too much. It just felt like too 
much. 

Crawford: Too much turmoil. 

03-00:27:42 

Handy: Too much turmoil in too many spaces. It was like everywhere I turned there 
was turmoil. I was very concerned our marriage could not withstand the 
pressure much longer. Almost everyone one I knew was a product of divorce 
or abandonment and I felt compelled to try to break the cycle. This was also 
around the time the women’s movement was emerging. In a situation like this, 
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at that time, no one expected a man to leave his job even though he may have 
gotten the job on the basis of a job offer to his wife. The hangover of the 
1950s was still a factor.  

I made the decision I wanted to stay married and to do that I needed to be 
somewhere else. I applied for the temporary counselor position at Grossmont 
College, which was in the eastern part of San Diego County and about five 
miles from our house. 

Crawford: El Cajon, right? 

03-00:28:27 

Handy: Yes. It was a nine-month position, a replacement for someone who was taking 
a sabbatical or leave of absence. The person in the position had tenure and the 
right to return to the position. But I thought, I am going to roll the dice again. I 
interviewed and was selected for the temporary position. The dean at San 
Diego State, after encouraging me to reconsider, suggested I take a leave of 
absence and assured me I could return to San Diego State. I did not ask for 
that consideration, but he said that after I told him it was a temporary nine-
month position. I told him I did not want to tie up any positions or tie his 
hands in any way. I said I would go to Grossmont and take my chances. If 
there was nothing for me after that, and if I decided I wanted to return, I 
would talk to him again. 

Crawford: That’s fair. 

03-00:29:25 

Handy: The dean was very kind to me although I see he could not believe I was doing 
this. At one point he even said he had never heard of anyone not wanting 
tenure. I knew people thought I was stupid, crazy, and unappreciative, and 
maybe even worse. I had made up my mind to leave. I had tried other things 
that did not seem like they made sense. I believed that if I got one foot in the 
door, I could shape what would happen next in a positive way. That is actually 
what has happened most of my life. I have gone into things where time and 
time again, it seemed I did not belong there or it was stupid or it was 
impossible or it was whatever – fill in the blank.  

So, yes, I went to Grossmont for the temporary position and everything 
worked out just fine. But at the end of nine months there was not a position at 
Grossmont for me and we returned to Los Angeles. 

I applied for a full-time tenure-track faculty position at Cal Poly Pomona and 
for a position as a medical social worker at the VA hospital in Los Angeles. I 
thought either one of these would be okay. I went for interviews at Cal Poly 
Pomona, and was interviewed first by a faculty committee and then the dean. 
The committee recommended me to the dean and the dean recommended me 
to the president. But, by some crazy— Well, let me back up. Fred and I found 
a house we really liked in Los Angeles, and made an offer to buy it. 
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Technically, I was unemployed while I was between jobs, and because of that 
we could not get approval of a mortgage loan. At Cal Poly, I had gone through 
the faculty and the dean; but the president had not signed the documents, and 
the president was out of the country. Everyone on campus commiserated with 
the situation, but no one was willing or had authority to sign in the president’s 
absence. I tried every angle to get someone to give me a letter that said I had 
an offer of employment, but to no avail. I don’t think that would happen quite 
like that today with all of our electronic media.  

Crawford: And your husband was working? 

03-00:32:08 

Handy:  Yes. He had earned his doctorate and had a job offer as a professor at USC. 

Crawford: What was his field? 

03-00:32:19 

Handy: Social work. 

Crawford: But that wasn’t enough to swing a loan? 

03-00:32:27 

Handy: The bank said no. Time was running out and I thought, well, maybe when I 
interview with the president at Cal Poly he might think I am not the right 
person. I could end up not getting the job and also lose the opportunity at the 
VA Hospital. So I applied for the position at the VA hospital.  

I interviewed for the VA job, which was more money, actually, and I was 
offered the position on the spot. We loved the house, which was a 
contemporary three-bedroom with a separate office downstairs. It was located 
in the Baldwin Hills area of Los Angeles, a predominantly middle class 
African-American community. We really wanted it, so I decided I would take 
the VA job.  

In all honesty, I was not excited about Cal Poly because I am an urban person. 
I love things in cities – museums, theater, night clubs, good shopping, and 
great restaurants. I did not know how I would fare in a place like that. 
Everything pointed toward the job as a medical social worker at the VA 
hospital. 

Crawford: Where was that? 

03-00:34:36 

Handy: Westwood, near UCLA. I worked three years as a medical social worker and 
assistant director. No, actually, the first fifteen months I was a social worker, 
and then I was promoted to assistant director. As a medical social worker I 
worked on the infectious diseases ward, stroke ward, and the cancer ward--all 
wards where the prognosis for full recovery was slim. After about fifteen 
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months I was promoted to assistant director of social work. I supervised a staff 
of about eight social workers, all of whom were much older than I. I was 
about thirty-five at the time. 

Then what happened after that? I might have to look at my résumé to 
remember what happened after that. 

Crawford:  I have your résumé right here.  

03-00:35:29 

Handy: Okay. Do I have Wadsworth VA hospital on there? That was so far back, I 
may not even have it on there. 

Crawford: You were finished at Grossmont by then; you became vice-president, of 
student services, at L.A. Harbor [College]. 

03-00:35:47 

Handy: Okay, that was my next job, yes. No, there is another jump in there. We went 
back to San Diego again. This is what is so confusing, we went back and forth 
between San Diego and Los Angeles so much. Fred’s mother lived in Los 
Angeles and she was aging. I know at least once we went back to see after her. 
We went back to San Diego again. I was hoping I would be able to go back to 
Grossmont. I did not even consider going back to San Diego State because I 
loved it at Grossmont. 

Crawford: What did you like about Grossmont? 

03-00:36:45 

Handy: It seemed family-oriented. This is a ridiculous reason to say you love a place, 
but people brought in fruit from their trees. Almost any office you walked into 
there was a basket of lemons or peaches or avocados, or a bunch of home-
grown flowers. People gave each other stuff, they shared what they had. I 
really liked the environment there, the counseling department, and counseling 
with students.  

Crawford: What were you counseling about?  

03-00:37:20 

Handy: It was academic advising, mostly--academic and vocational/career counseling, 
helping student prepare to transfer to four-year colleges, personal counseling 
in some cases. 

Crawford: How to pursue their career. 

03-00:37:25 

Handy: Right. I was the first African-American counselor at Grossmont. I applied for 
another one-year position at Grossmont, and I got it. Fred returned to his 
administrative position at San Diego State. 
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Crawford: So he left USC? 

03-00:38:10 

Handy: Yes, he went back to San Diego State as dean of student affairs in the School 
of Social Work. 

Crawford: What did you not like about L.A.? Or was that not a factor? 

03-00:38:20 

Handy: No, I liked living in Los Angeles better than living in San Diego. But I liked 
Grossmont College better than other places I had worked. I wanted to get back 
to Grossmont, and I got back there on another nine-month temporary 
counseling assignment. Around the time I returned--I do not remember if it 
was before or after--they hired a new dean of counseling, the first Mexican- 
American administrator. 

Maybe I came first as a counselor, and he came almost immediately after. 
They did not hit it off, the counselors and the new dean, from the beginning. I 
think he may have been told that he should whip them into shape—or whip us 
into shape, because I was a counselor at the time. There was a lot of tension 
between the department and the dean.  

I took an interest in him because he was the only person of color who was an 
administrator, and I knew how hard it was to get to be a dean at that time as a 
person of color. I befriended him and suggested, “Why don’t you take them 
out one at a time? Just go out to lunch with one counselor and get to know that 
one person, what that person is thinking, just try to win them over one at a 
time.” I found them interesting as individuals but there was no way he was 
going to win them over as a group because they just fed off each other. They 
had been together for a long time and they knew how to work the system. 

Crawford: Was that a racially based problem? 

03-00:40:19 

Handy: No, I don’t think so. I think it was about style. The counselors, I found them to 
be quite liberal, philosophically. I never sensed anything I felt was racial bias 
among them. They operated much like independent contractors and he was 
trying to impose structure on the department and they did not want that. They 
were a difficult bunch and perhaps he had no idea how difficult they could be. 

Crawford: What was the specialty of Grossmont? 

03-00:40:41 

Handy: It was a general community college, like most other community colleges. 
They had a large number of vocational programs. I think at that time, it might 
have been 18,000 students, which was pretty big for that time. It was mostly 
white, maybe 95% white.  
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There were very few African-Americans at Grossmont, maybe one or two 
faculty and a graphic artist. There was a highly respected African-American 
faculty member who had been there, Abel Sykes, who had just left to become 
a college administrator somewhere else. During the five years I was there as 
dean, the college became more diverse--an African-American chief of police, 
a few more full-time faculty, another African-American dean, and a 
counselor. it was starting to turn, to become more representative of the larger 
community.  

Before the year was even out, the dean was shown the door. A couple of the 
senior counselors came to me and said, “We want to make sure we have a 
good pool for whoever is coming in here next. We don’t want any more 
mistakes. Would you consider applying for the position?”  

Going through my mind was, dean, dean! Doesn’t that mean the person who 
has been here the longest? The generic definition of dean is the senior person 
of some group. I was the junior person of this group of counselors. I asked 
them, “Doesn’t dean mean the senior person in a group? Who else in the 
department is applying?” He said, “No one.” I asked, “Why is that?” He said, 
“Most of us have pretty comfortable lives. We work 180 days. That is what 
our contract says. Usually, except for a few days, we get to choose the days 
and times we want to work. Nobody is interested in giving that up.”  

Crawford: The dean being more of an administrative job. 

03-00:43:10 

Handy: Right, totally administrative job. I thought, well, I am in a temporary position 
and I want to stay here, so maybe I should go for it and maybe I should really 
compete hard for it. I am thinking all of this while I am talking to the two 
senior counselors. So I said, “What makes you think I could do this?” They 
said, “You were an administrator in a hospital before you came here. You 
have more administrative experience than anyone in the department. There are 
no guarantees, and nobody is promising you would get it. They just want to 
see your name in the pool if you are interested.”  

I wanted to stay at Grossmont and there were no vacancies. I looked at it as up 
or out. I had nothing to lose so I put my name in. I was interviewed by a 
committee that included counselors, an administrator, a staff member, and 
maybe a student. They recommend me for the position and my name was sent 
on to the president and the vice-president, and approved. So I became the dean 
at Grossmont in—what year was that? 

Crawford: ’77? 

03-00:44:32 

Handy: ’77, I became dean at Grossmont. That was my first administrative job in the 
community colleges. I was the first African-American administrator at 
Grossmont.  



59 

 

Crawford: In guidance services. 

03-00:44:40 

Handy: Dean of guidance services, which included counseling, academic advising, 
career counseling, job placement, health services, admissions and records, 
financial aid, and a liaison relationship with athletics. 

Crawford: That’s a big job. 

03-00:44:53 

Handy: Yes. But I really enjoyed it. Once again, I was the newest person and I knew 
the least. I had been in the department for a total of eighteen months. 

Crawford: They didn’t give you a hard time? 

03-00:45:38 

Handy: No, not really. Some embraced what I was doing, some ignored me; but no 
one gave me a hard time. I made many changes that made the department 
better and stronger and they respected that. I asked for their opinions and their 
help, with the proviso that in the end the decisions were mine. It was a very 
tough department. They got that man, the new dean, out of there in less than a 
year. I won’t go through all of the things I did there, but some of it might be 
on my résumé. I enjoyed my experience there very much. So why did I leave 
there? We went back to Los Angeles again. 

 There was only one event that rattled me during my tenure at Grossmont and 
it had nothing to do with the college. We talked about San Diego being a 
conservative place. We lived in El Cajon, a relatively small town on the 
eastern outskirts of San Diego. It was said to be among the most conservative 
areas of San Diego County. We were the second African-American family to 
buy a home in a new subdivision. We moved there because it was mid-way 
between where we worked and because it was the town in which Grossmont 
College was located. We settled in and felt very comfortable until one night 
we heard the crackle of breaking glass and the sound of gunfire coming 
through our living room. Our house had been shot into by--I don’t know who, 
and I don’t know why. Fortunately, we were elsewhere in the house. We filed 
a police report but never learned if it was a stray bullet or if someone was 
trying to kill us because we moved there. It is just an illustration that when 
you were the first African-American in some of these jobs you could never let 
your guard down. So, we just moved on – and maybe we just move on from 
here too. 

Crawford: Did your husband want to work at USC? 

03-00:46:20 

Handy: Yes. We went back to Los Angeles and he went back to USC. This time, it 
might have been that we went back to be near his mother, who was quite 
elderly and beginning to have problems. We were both very devoted to her. 
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She was a wonderful, wonderful, wonderful mother and mother-in-law. I 
loved her very much. 

One of the senior administrators in the Los Angeles Community College 
District recruited me for a job as vice-president of student services at Los 
Angeles Harbor College. I would be one of three senior administrators 
reporting directly to the president--vice-president of student services, vice-
president of instruction, and vice-president of administration.  

Oh, I am going to tell you something before I go to Los Angeles Harbor. I am 
going to go back to Grossmont for a moment. I started several programs there, 
but there is one I really want to—maybe two, but one for sure—that I want to 
talk about. Computers became very important on campuses while I was at 
Grossmont. Grossmont was the first job where I was introduced to computers. 
Administrators had access to what was called a “dumb terminal” that gave us 
easy access to student information from the mainframe. I could see almost 
immediately how computers could help counselors by doing some of the 
routine advising and record-keeping. It was hard for me to explain to technical 
people what I wanted to do. I did not know anything about data processing or 
the language to get data into and out of the computer in a format that was 
useful. 

I wanted to know more about computers, but I could not take off from my job 
to do that, and I hadn’t seen any regular classes that offered what I wanted. I 
started looking for short-term classes and programs, or whether I could take a 
leave of absence to take classes. I came across a program I thought had 
everything I wanted—computer camp. The only problem, it was a residential 
program for children. It was in Santa Barbara and they would take twenty-five 
students in residence. Parents could attend but they would stay at a hotel away 
from the camp. I decided I wanted to go to a children’s computer camp 
because it met my needs better than anything I had seen--short-term, total 
immersion, hands-on experience, and an opportunity to meet one-on-one with 
the instructor.  

I called the instructor and he asked, “What ages are your children?” I said, 
“It’s not for children, it’s for me.” He said, “Well, there won’t be any adults, 
it’s for children.” I said, “The curriculum sounds like what I want. I can’t take 
off from my job to take classes or to go somewhere for a month. This sounds 
like a week of intensive training. If that is right, I think I could get the 
fundamentals I need. That is what I am trying to get to.” He said, “I can’t 
guarantee you’re going to enjoy this, but if you want to do it and pay your 
money, fine.” 

I was so excited. I went home and told Fred, “We’re going to computer 
camp.” Right off he said he did not want to go away for a week with a bunch 
of kids. I said, “This is a wave that is coming, I feel it, I can see it. For once 
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we can get in on the ground floor of something important. But we need to go 
and learn what we need to know to do that.”  

He really did not want to go. Normally, it was easy for us to agree on things 
we wanted to do together. But at some point, I said, “I really want this and I 
am going. If you don’t want to go I will go by myself.” He finally agreed. So 
we went to computer camp, and afterwards we both agreed computer camp 
was great. 

Crawford: You were with twelve-year-olds and they were way far ahead? 

03-00:51:33 

Handy: They were way ahead, but I was okay with it. I am very comfortable around 
children. The instruction was exactly what I wanted. I had ideas and I wanted 
to pitch them to someone who would talk to me about them, and someone 
with the expertise to say, “That doesn’t make sense, why do you think that?” I 
wanted someone with technical expertise to say my ideas were technically 
possible or they were not. Computer camp made it possible for me to 
conceptualize what I thought computing could do for counseling and 
academic advising. That knowledge put me ahead of my contemporaries in 
thinking about the possibilities. This would have been in 1977 or ’78. So it got 
me thinking seriously about what can computers do for X? It got me looking 
early in the evolution of computers, because we did not even have personal 
computers at that time. I did not get my hands on a personal computer until I 
went to Harbor College, the Apple Macintosh.  

Around the same time, I am a little fuzzy on the dates, I bought my first home 
computer from a truckload sale on a street in downtown Los Angeles. I don’t 
remember the brand but it was the CP/M operating system that was before the 
Microsoft MS-DOS operating system. It came in a box with parts and a 
technical manual. I even had to solder some of the parts together. It came with 
instructions for some of the early commercial software applications for word 
processing, spreadsheet, and database management--WordStar, Visi-Calc, and 
D-base. I stayed up all night to get the hardware set up and learn the word 
processing software program. I saved the spreadsheet and database 
management software for later. 

Soon after computer camp I wrote a formal paper entitled “Computer-assisted 
Advising.” I looked at it from the end-user view. If I were a student enrolling 
in a community college, what would I want a computer to do for me? I looked 
at it from the view of a counselor. If I were advising a student, what could a 
computer do to help me make better, quicker, and more accurate decisions? I 
looked at it as an administrator. Are there things counselors are doing that a 
computer could do better, faster, more accurate, more cost-effective, and that 
would free them up to do things that only humans can do?  
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 What would this concept mean for students? This is a snapshot of computer-
assisted advising as I envisioned it. A student sits at a terminal or computer 
and types in her name and identification number. The computer displays the 
courses the student has completed. The student wants to transfer to a four-year 
university, let’s say UCLA. The student clicks on “transfer to UCLA.” The 
system matches the courses the student has completed to the course 
requirements at UCLA. The computer tells the student what requirements 
have been met at the community college and what course requirements remain 
to be completed before transfer. Obviously it was much more complicated 
than this, given that faculty at four-year universities would have to agree on 
what courses were transferrable and there were numerous other logistical 
issues. But, the bottom line was a computer should be able to do this faster, 
more cost effective, and with greater accuracy than making an appointment, 
meeting with a counselor, and the counselor leafing through catalogs and 
other documents to find this information, writing this information down for 
the student.. Based on what I had learned about computers, it seemed 
computer-assisted advising would be perfect for a computer application. I’m 
guessing this was around 1978 or 1979. 

So that was the foundation of my paper. I took it to my director of computing 
and he said, “It is a great idea, but I can’t do it. I don’t have the time or I don’t 
have the budget to do it.” I took it to the senior administrative staff and 
everyone said, “Wow, this really great, but—” I took it to the board of 
trustees, and the same thing. “This is really great, but—”  

I shopped it around to federal funding sources with three formal proposals. I 
could not get it funded. So I thought, You know what? Just file it away. I 
know I am on to something important and I’m on to it early. I have time to 
find money or wait until I find the right time, the right partner, and the right 
place. So I put it away--a formal paper called “Computer-Assisted Advising.” 
I have the original board-approved documents, which will be in the digital 
archive of my memoir. 

Now, back to Harbor College. I won grants for other projects, most 
importantly, the Ford Foundation Urban Transfer Project funded for three 
years. My projects brought money and recognition to the college. 

Crawford: For what programs? 

03-00:54:50 

Handy: I started with a new student orientation program. It is the only program I did 
not give a name. I instituted a mandatory basic skills test, not a placement test 
—a test that would make a crude distinction between three groups: students 
who were underprepared for college-level work, students who were 
exceptionally well-prepared for college work, and everyone else in between. I 
focused on getting under-prepared students ready for college work by getting 
them in the right courses as soon as possible.  
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I designed some enrichment opportunities and asked for more advanced 
courses for students who were excelling. I felt community colleges had placed 
so much emphasis on remediation that perhaps students who were well-
prepared might not be getting a fair shake. The test helped me to focus on the 
two groups. I wouldn’t say it was spectacular, but it was timely because no 
one else was doing it. The program was recognized in several media sources 
including The Los Angeles Times, and other colleges adopted it. And, it was 
controversial because it involved a mandatory test, and mandatory tests had 
gone out of favor because they discriminated against African-American 
students.  

The controversy started at a large campus meeting, when one of the 
counselors, an African-American man, objected to the testing program 
because of the history of tests being used to discriminate against African-
Americans. I said no one knew this better than I because I was such a poor 
test-taker yet I got good grades. I explained it was not a placement test. 
Students would take the test and would simply be told, “We think this is 
where you should start your coursework.” There was nothing “hard and fast” 
about it. If a student disagreed—as I probably would have – after discussing it 
with a counselor the student could opt out. So many of our students were first 
in their families to go to college and I thought we gave them too many 
choices. I thought they needed a road map for the first year. I concluded by 
saying “Counselors will be in charge of this – you will have to option to help 
students make the decision that is best for them. I am ok with students opting 
out as long as they have enough information to make an informed decision.” 

The counselor said he had friends in the district office and would go there to 
lodge a complaint. I think his father may have been friends with someone on 
the board, or maybe he was on the board. I asked, “How much is cab fare to 
the district office? I will pay for you to go there because I want to know right 
now if you can get my decisions changed.” Well, that was the last I heard of 
that and I used the findings from the testing program to recommend courses 
and build programs to help the two groups of students. 

Another program I am very proud of was called the Passport Directory, 
Passport for short. It was funded for three years by the Ford Foundation. It 
was designed to address the problem that so few African-American and 
Hispanic community college students were transferring to four-year colleges 
and universities in California. In all of my conversation about the problem 
with four-year colleagues they said they wanted more African-American and 
Hispanic students, but did not get that many qualified applications, or not 
enough.  

I decided I would send the name and contact information of every qualified 
African-American and Hispanic student in every community college in Los 
Angeles to the four-year colleges and universities in Los Angeles. I created a 
directory where every student who had completed the equivalent of their first 
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year—let’s say they had completed thirty units with a grade point average of 
2.5 or better, whether they were part-time, vocational, undecided, undeclared, 
whatever —we will get their name, contact information, grade point average, 
units completed, etc. and put it on a spreadsheet.  

I negotiated with the universities and community colleges in Los Angeles. I 
think at that time there may have been about fifteen community colleges and 
maybe five or six public universities in Los Angeles. Not all in the Los 
Angeles district, but also in the outlying areas of Los Angeles County.  

In the first year it was a pilot project with Harbor College and the public 
universities—UCLA, Cal State L.A., Cal State Long Beach, Cal State 
Dominguez Hills, Cal State Northridge. I contacted the president or his 
designee at each university and said, “I want to give you, or someone you 
designate, the names and contact information of every African-American, 
Hispanic, and Native American student that is qualified to come to your 
university. I want to give the information to you in writing and electronically, 
with student name, address, Social Security number, phone number, GPA, and 
courses completed. Not all of them will have stated transfer as a goal, but we 
have determined they are eligible or well on the way to being eligible to 
transfer and we are sending them a letter saying we think they should consider 
transferring to a four-year college or university.  

 In the second year the Passport was expanded to include all community 
colleges in Los Angeles County, maybe seventeen or eighteen colleges, I am 
guessing; and we added UC Irvine, USC, and Mt. St. Mary’s College. 

Crawford: Wow. 

03-00:57:21 

Handy: “All I am asking in exchange for it is that you assign a high-level person to 
work with me, because I have to report to the Ford Foundation what happens 
to our students after they get to the university.” I said, “I want you to invite 
our students to come to your campus. I want a personal letter from you or your 
designee saying, in effect, “You have completed thirty units or more, you are 
making good progress, you must be planning to transfer to a four-year college 
or university. We would like you to consider transferring to our university.” 

Crawford: Why did you think that was important? 

03-00:57:52 

Handy: When I looked at the demographics of Los Angeles, and I saw so few African-
American and Hispanic students in attendance at the universities, it did not 
make sense to me. We had all the African-American and Hispanic students in 
the community colleges but they were transferring. I understood the problem 
and felt compelled to do something about it. It was a very hot topic among 
policy-makers in Sacramento and around the state.  
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I had a fair amount of grant money to direct toward addressing the problem of 
low rates of transfer. I went first to each one of the community colleges and 
said, “If I give you the format, will you go to your data processing person and 
have them print it out as a—?” It is called a spreadsheet now, it might have 
been called something else then. “Will you get them to just drop those 
numbers in there? Because it is just a name, and everything else is numbers so 
it is easy to get that information from the computer. Can you get them to do 
that? That is all I am asking. Give it to me and we’ll take care of getting the 
students’ approval about confidentiality and all of that stuff. We’ll take care of 
all the logistics.” Now right here I must say, when you have a grant from the 
Ford Foundation, it gets people's attention both at the community colleges and 
the universities. 

I had hired a twenty-six-year old African-American woman, Deborah 
Peterson, to run the Ford Foundation transfer project, and she handled all of 
that.  

So everyone agreed to do it. The presidents of the four-year universities said it 
was a great idea and committed resources and personnel to it. All the 
community colleges agreed to do it. So next time, I will show it to you. I still 
have it. 

Crawford: That represents a big leap for you. 

03-00:59:47 

Handy: Yes, I am still very proud of it. It was built on the power of expectation. The 
community colleges said, “You are doing well, we want you to transfer, and 
we want to help you do that. The four year universities said, “You are doing 
well, we want you to come to our great university, and we want to help you do 
that.” And it worked. I don’t have the numbers in my head; but, yes, we 
increased the transfer rate.  

That was a big project. I did several others. But there was still another project 
I wanted to get off the ground—computer-assisted advising. In my first or 
second year at Harbor College, I met a woman who was a mid-level 
administrator in the District office, Dr. Glenda Richter. I think she oversaw 
some student services programs. We were at a conference and started talking 
about common problems in the counseling departments. It must have been a 
comfortable conversation because I told her about my computer-assisted 
advising paper and how many times I had failed to get it funded. 

She said, “There is someone at UC Irvine you should meet because he is in 
data processing and he is interested in how technology can help students.” I 
am not sure of his title but he worked in Admissions and Records. She took 
me to UC Irvine and introduced me to Rich Everman, a nerdy-looking guy 
who looked like he had been sent from central casting. But, she was right–we 
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were interested in the same thing, and it turned out he was the right person and 
UC Irvine was the right place.  

The three of us worked informally on ideas we each had about technology and 
student support. At our second meeting, I finally had a chance to talk in detail 
about my concept of computer-assisted advising. They both liked the idea of 
building something from the ground up and the three of us agreed to pursue it. 
Rich took the lead for oversight and finding resources at UC Irvine. I took the 
lead for piloting-testing each incremental development with students at 
Harbor College and reporting back. Glenda stayed with us as UCI staff were 
in and out of the mix. UCI Assist was born in these meetings. 

It did not end, there, however. At Harbor College, I was the sole administrator 
for the project and hired staff to assist me. I had not found any financial 
support in my own district. Beyond that, I felt the Los Angeles district with 
nine colleges was too large to try to launch something so complex. I kept it 
simple as a Harbor College project to retain the flexibility to move quickly 
and without having to work within a slow-moving centralized bureaucracy 
and trying to bring nine colleges along.  

At UC Irvine, administrative higher-ups took note of the project and began 
attending meetings around the time we were ready to launch the first workable 
version of UCI Assist. Soon, it seemed that without discussion at the college 
level, UCI Assist became ASSIST, a project of the University of California 
system. I will not say we surrendered control, I will just say control was 
absorbed by the UC system and the project expanded quickly. All campuses 
of the UC system were incorporated – I believe there were eight campuses at 
that time. And soon, all campuses of the state university system were added – 
My recollection is there were nineteen state universities at the time. And the 
one hundred six community colleges were added. 

ASSIST developed into an incredible tool for students seeking to transfer 
from community colleges to four-year public colleges and universities in 
California. It is still functioning, it is institutionalized – you can Google it at 
www.assist.org. I will have my original papers documenting my role in the 
development of ASSIST posted in the digital archive of my memoir. 

Crawford: Here we are at our second hour; I am going to turn the camera off. 

03-01:01:43 

Handy: Okay, good. [break] [The following text, pp. 66-75, was added by Handy]. 

Crawford:       Let’s wrap up Harbor College and go to Skyline College in 1985.   

Handy: Yes. My work on behalf of transfer students caught the attention of 
newspapers, magazines, legislators, policymakers, and other community 
college leaders. It was an issue that was in the news at that time – the idea that 
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not enough students were transferring to four-year universities. As a result, I 
became something of an “expert witness” before the legislature and the 
Commission to Review the California Education Masterplan, among others. 
Most of my testimony was as an advocate for funds to provide follow-up 
services for students once we identified what they needed to make progress 
toward a degree or transfer.  

Prior to my testimony, community colleges tested students and gave them 
their test scores. That was it. In effect, college and university policy was “You 
are on your own to figure out what to do next.” I thought all colleges, but 
especially community colleges, should do more. My point was if you are 
going to tell a student he or she has a deficiency, the community college ought 
to tell him or her what to do to correct it, and provide the services that would 
help them to correct it.  

I followed the Chairman of the Masterplan Commission, Dr. Lee Kirschner, 
all over the state. Every time he held a public hearing I was there with the 
same question, “What about follow-up services?” I followed that man so 
much he started looking for me in the audience, I started to feel like a stalker! 
Finally, he assured me any legislation he recommended would include the 
funding of follow-up services. He was good for his word--it was included in 
legislation that became known as the matriculation plan. 

Crawford: You left Harbor College in 1985. Why did you leave? 

I felt I had reached a hard ceiling. I was vice-president for student services. 
The next position on the ladder was college president. Because I had never 
worked as an instructional administrator, it looked like I had gone as far as I 
could go. I applied for the chief academic officer position twice at Harbor 
College and was turned down each time by a president I both adored and 
respected and who respected my work. “Why would I take the best student 
services person in the state and put her in a position where she has no 
experience?” was his reply.  

As much as I adored him, I hated ceilings more. I did not agree with the 
president. I thought good management skills were transferrable from one 
enterprise to another. Maybe it would take a few months to find your way 
around; but when you are at that level you get things done through other 
people. And I was confident I could do that. It was an honest philosophical 
disagreement that we talked about in a professional manner. He was the boss, 
so that was it. 

As a result of feeling I had reached a hard ceiling, I decided to look into a 
doctoral program. I enrolled in the Executive Management Program at 
Claremont College largely because I thought it would be great to study with 
Peter Drucker, “the father of modern management.” I was the only educator in 
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the program. Everyone else was in private business, government, or the 
military.  

Crawford: How did doctoral study go? 

Handy I loved it. Classes were every other weekend. By this time I had left my 
husband and divorce was imminent, so the workload was manageable. I 
completed one year of study and near the end of the first year I was recruited 
to apply for vice-president of Skyline College in San Bruno. The assignment 
combined the two jobs of chief academic officer and chief student services 
officer into one position.  

Crawford: You would do the job two people had done? 

Handy: Yes. It was another one of those times when people must have thought I was 
stupid or crazy. It was even crazier when you consider I was a top candidate 
for a vice-chancellor position in a community college district in Orange 
County that paid $17,000 more than Skyline. In addition, that position was 
close enough I could continue in the doctoral program at Claremont. But, the 
Skyline position would give me experience as a chief academic officer and 
make me a stronger candidate for president should I decide to pursue it. 

The president of Skyline, Linda Salter, invited me to apply for the position. 
We had been deans together at Grossmont. She came after I had been there 
maybe two or three years. I knew her well, I trusted her, and I loved being 
around her. We respected each other’s work. She was a white woman with a 
passion about racial equality. It was not a difficult decision for me to want to 
work with her again. When she explained she had combined the two positions 
into one position I thought she was crazy. And, when I found myself 
competing for it I thought I was crazy. So that is how it started. 

She explained she could not just hire me—I already knew that—I would have 
to go through a process of interviews with campus committees, the chancellor, 
and the board, open forums, as well as with her – Noah’s Ark committees they 
were called. She said anyone applying would have the same challenges I had – 
they would have experience in one of the two functions but not the other. She 
said she would pledge to the person selected that she would bring him or her 
in on every important decision so that if that person wanted to be a president 
he or she would have seen and experienced everything up close. She was one 
of the few presidents in the state who had worked in both student services and 
instruction. And, like me, she did not have the doctorate. 

 I knew I would learn from her. I also knew it would be the challenge of a 
lifetime. I applied for the position and jumped through all the hoops of 
interviews, forums, etc. and was recommended at each step of the way – the 
screening committee of faculty and staff, the president, chancellor, and 
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approval by the board of trustees. I was welcomed with enthusiasm at each 
step. 

Crawford: You got the job. What were the first few months like? 

Handy: It was hell. I had been so happy-go-lucky in my jobs. It never occurred to me I 
would face the kind of opposition I felt at Skyline. In retrospect, it was the 
toughest job I had – much more than being president or chancellor, even at 
City College of San Francisco. 

First, two of the Skyline deans applied for the job and were not recommended 
by the screening committee to continue to the next level. I started out with two 
of the seven or eight deans I would supervise being humiliated and angry. 
Both were long-term administrators in the district. One, a white woman, had 
served as interim vice-president for a year or more on two separate occasions 
and was passed over for the permanent positions. The second was an African-
American man with a doctorate from UC Berkeley who was working in the 
least prestigious of all the dean positions, the dean of continuing education. I 
had no way of knowing their qualifications or what supervisors and campus 
people saw or did not see in them. All I knew was I had prevailed in the 
screening interviews, the president selected me, and the chancellor and the 
board had approved.  

There were charges of favoritism because the president and I had once worked 
at the same college, that I was unqualified because I had never been an 
instructional administrator, that I got the job because of affirmative action, 
that the president and I must be lesbians, and blah, blah, blah. 

 Somewhere in the first few months, I heard from more than one person that 
the chancellor had made it clear to the president, and perhaps to others, that I 
was not his first choice. They said the president had fought hard for me and 
the chancellor relented, but said if things did not work out with me the 
president was on her own—“don’t come crying to the district office.” I am 
quoting what I was told. Whether it was true or not, I cannot say. I can only 
say it added to the feeling I was under siege. 

 It was the first and only time in my work life I had subordinates who seemed 
to be saying to me in a variety of ways they felt I was unqualified. They did 
not have to respect me. In the first meetings, they asked questions they knew I 
could not answer. They made requests they knew I could not grant without 
conferring with the president and the budget officer. They gossiped and 
played dirty tricks. I swear I could read in their eyes “you won’t be here six 
months from now.” 

Crawford:       What did the president say or do about all of this? 
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Handy: We both knew without ever saying the words that if one of us went down the 
other was going down, too. The president and I met every day at 4 p.m., for as 
long as it took, to review what happened that day and what to anticipate the 
next day. She gave me instructions in areas where I needed help and assumed 
some of the duties until I got my footing. She stressed over and over that she 
had confidence in my ability to do the job, and to turn things around, and that 
she was always available to help.  

 When she was confronted by the deans in a meeting, she told them in a very 
direct manner, and this is a direct quote, “I have the highest respect for Del as 
a leader. I would be just as happy to be Del’s vice-president as I am to have 
her as my vice-president.” The words were so simple, yet so dramatic. I think 
most of us were transformed by them. I know I was.  

Crawford: What did you do about the deans? 

Handy: I did what I had done in all my new administrative assignments – I asked if 
they had goals and objectives for their divisions and if they had met them and 
if not, why. I asked when they’d had their last evaluation and what the result 
was. I had studied their personnel files so I already knew - let’s just say they 
had some work to do. I required goals and objectives and I evaluated each 
dean on a regular basis. I gave feedback early, often, and honestly. We served 
a racially diverse community and they had predominantly white faculty and 
staff. One of my requirements was that they work more aggressively to 
diversify their faculty. I told them that if they did not know how to do that I 
could help because I had done that in all of my jobs. Initially, I felt I had 
justification to put each dean on an informal improvement plan and that got 
their attention.  

Crawford:       So, all is well now? 

Handy: I wish. I still had the problem of one person trying to do a job done by two people 
in the past. It seemed the administrators expected things to be the way they were 
when there were two people, and that was impossible. I was further angered by the 
symbolism that as an African-American I was doing the job that had been done by 
two white people. In my interviews with both the president and with the 
chancellor I had raised the question about how long I would be willing to do both 
jobs. In the interview with the chancellor I told him I could do most anything for 
two years, but after two years I would ask him to consider returning the position 
back to two vice-presidents. We had a cordial conversation about it and I came out 
of the meeting with the understanding he would reconsider. The last thing I said 
when leaving the meeting with the chancellor was “gentleman’s agreement?” and 
he said yes and we shook hands.  

By the end of my first year, I had serious medical complaints. The doctor said 
when I came to him I was in perfect health and now he wondered why I had all 
these serious medical issues. I told him I was doing a job that was previously done 
by two administrators. The president would have changed this arrangement in a 
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minute if she’d had the authority to do it but she was allocated just so many 
positions and her job was to make it work. I had told her I would give it my best 
shot for two years but after that all bets were off. I tried to keep her out of it 
because I could see it was out of her hands. I kept her informed and told her that as 
we got closer to the two-year mark I wanted to pursue the issue with the 
chancellor and asked her if she had any objection and she said she did not. 

About eighteen months into the job I asked the chancellor to consider changing the 
job back to two positions. He said he did not disagree on merit but the time was 
not right. And, as I neared the end of my second year, I asked a second time and it 
was the same – the time is not right. At my next visit to my doctor, when I told 
him what had happened he threw a fit. He wrote a letter that was so strong I 
believe I could have walked into any court of law and won a settlement. At that 
point, I told the president “Get out of the line of fire because I will be 
(metaphorically) shooting real bullets.” 

After presenting my doctor’s letter, suddenly the time was right to return to two 
positions. The president appointed me as the chief academic officer and began a 
search for a new vice-president of student services. I worked for three years as the 
chief academic officer. My experience at Skyline anchored me to the nuts and 
bolts of all college operations. I believe it is fair to say, and I think the president 
and faculty leadership, at the time, would agree, I earned the respect of faculty, 
staff, and administrators and left on the best of terms.  

Linda Salter and I learned a lot from each other. She was a very strong leader. It is 
unlikely I would have become a college president without her because I don’t 
believe any other president in the state would have hired me as chief academic 
officer or for a combined assignment that covered both instruction and student 
services.  

The opportunity Linda gave me made it possible for me to help in the 
development of others who followed me. During my twenty-three years as a leader 
in the community colleges, I had the opportunity to assist in the development of 
twelve administrators who would go on to become college presidents – four 
African-American women, two African-American men, two Asian-American men, 
one Mexican-American man, one white man, and two white women. Two of these 
presidents served in the number two and number three positions in the Department 
of Education in President Obama’s first term in office. 
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Interview 3: April 10, 2015 
Begin Audio File 5  

Crawford: April 10, 2015, interview with Del Anderson Handy for the Oral History 
Office. Today I would like to start with your meeting with John. We haven’t 
talked about anything very personal yet. [Pages 72-75 were a rewrite of the 
original text.] 

Handy:  Okay. I love telling this story because we met quite by accident. It can be 
lengthy so I will give you the short version. We were both lost at the same 
place –the Radisson Hotel in Sacramento. I was vice-president of Skyline 
College at the time. I will just tell my side of it, because he has a different 
version of how it happened. I was invited to go to a political convention in 
Sacramento by Dr. Doris Ward, who was a member of the Board of 
Supervisors in San Francisco. I had met her at her home when a mutual friend 
took me to the supervisor’s annual “Hen’s Party.” I had never seen or heard of 
anything like it – a twenty-four hour party, no men invited or admitted. It was 
mostly African-American women coming and going, partying, networking, 
eating, and drinking for twenty-four hours. People brought so much food that 
there was hardly space for it. 

Doris and I had agreed to meet in Sacramento and would be joined by mutual 
friends from the Congressional Black Caucus and some of her friends in 
Sacramento. I had just bought a new car with a CD player mounted in the 
trunk. You already know this; I was a jazz fan from high school. So I had 
loaded in five CDs--some John Coltrane, Sarah Vaughan, Oliver Nelson, and 
two by my all-time favorite, Clifford Brown. 

When I pulled into the hotel parking lot, I took note of an African-American 
man heading in the direction I would soon be headed. I was a dean of students 
for many years, and out alone at night all the time. Part of my ritual was 
constantly checking out the surroundings- -people and cars, anything moving, 
anything unusual, is it safe, etc. I made my typical quick mental note—fifty-
something, brown skin, 5’7” to 5’8’ African-American man in a tan suit, shirt 
and tie, exiting a vintage white Mercedes coupe with white canvas top, 
walking briskly, purposefully. All clear to exit. 

Inside the lobby of the hotel he was in one line and I got in another. I heard 
the clerk say to him, “You are in the wrong place. Everybody is sleeping here, 
but all the workshops are at the Convention Center downtown.” I looked at 
my paperwork and thought, “Damn. I’ve got the same problem.” There were 
three or four people ahead of me in my line and I called out to—. Oh, the 
receptionist had said to him, “I will give you written instructions.” I called to 
her and said, “I am going to the same place, could I get those written 
instructions?” He turned to me and said, “I have them, why don’t you just 
follow me?” I shrugged and said, “Okay.” He said, “I’m John Handy.” I said, 
“I’m Del Anderson.” I was thinking to myself, John Handy, John Handy. That 
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name is so familiar. Could it be the famous saxophone player? Could it be the 
John Handy? I am a straight-ahead jazz person so of course I had heard his 
music, but I had never seen a picture of him. So here is where the two stories 
differ. He said I said “I’m a fan.” I know I did not say that because I would 
never give a man that kind of advantage in a first encounter.  

I followed him into town. He got lost a couple times. The third time, he pulled 
over and said, “I have to make another U-turn,” I said to him, “If we ever get 
there, I will buy you a drink.” So okay, I will own up to making the first 
move.” 

Crawford: I should say! 

05-00:04:38 

Handy: Inside the convention center the supervisor and John were on the same panel 
discussing jazz and the black church. She waved me up and said, “I want to 
introduce you to John Handy. You probably already know him. He is a 
famous jazz musician.” So that is how we met.  

There was some small talk among the three of us and then there was an 
awkward moment of silence when it seemed neither of us knew what to say. 
He said his band was playing that evening. I said, “I’m here as a guest of the 
supervisor, and I’m kind of committed to whatever she has planned.” He 
asked where I lived and I told him I lived in Daly City. He suggested we meet 
for coffee some time when we were back in San Francisco. I said, “Sure.” We 
exchanged phone numbers; but knowing how men get your phone number and 
never call, I thought nothing more of it. 

Crawford: What was the subject of the convention? 

05-00:05:59 

Handy: It was BAPAC, Bay Area Political Action Committee, or Coalition. I think it 
was a political action committee for Speaker of the California State Assembly 
Willie Brown but I don’t know that for sure.  

John called a couple of times and I was really, really, really busy. I was not 
just saying that. I was a vice-president doing jobs two people did before I got 
the job and I had my hands full. But, on the second or third call, we made a 
date for breakfast--it was the day after the big earthquake of 1989 and I had 
just returned from meeting with the fire marshal to inspect the campus.  

At breakfast, we discovered we had so much in common, including a passion 
for jazz, a love of art, music, and theater. We were both southerners and had 
been active in the civil rights movement. We both had hard-working single 
mothers. We both had worked our way through public universities, returned to 
our respective alma maters as professors, and later were recognized as 
distinguished alumni. There were so many common threads. We even 
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attended San Francisco State University at the same time although we never 
saw each other there.  

After breakfast he said, “Let’s play video games; there is an arcade with 
vintage games across the street in the lower level of the Cliff House.” “The 
only game I’ve played was Pac Man,” I said. “I will teach you how to play 
Centipedes,” he said. I cannot say I was excited about playing what I saw as 
children’s games, but “what the heck, I’m good with kids. I’ll give it a try.”  

We entered the Musée de Mechanique, a popular museum/arcade and tourist 
attraction with every kind of vintage mechanical toy imaginable. There were 
mechanical toys that moved, spoke, and laughed out loud; and there were 
numerous vintage video games. The first thing I noticed was video games was 
a “boy thing” – not a female to be seen, and every boy playing games looked 
to be about twelve years old. When we approached the counter for change (the 
machine took quarters), the proprietor, greeted us with a big smile and said, 
“Hi John, it’s good to see you again.” It was clear he had been there many 
times.  

Breakfast and video games – that was our first date. I was a quick study and I 
think he was surprised at what a fierce competitor I was – I had my fair share 
of wins very early. Sometimes when I was frustrated at work, I would drop 
everything, drive to the arcade and play a few games alone so I would be 
ready the next time we played. At other times, we went to the museum around 
closing time, and the proprietor closed the museum, turned off the pay 
mechanism on the machine, and the three of us played for hours. I hope I am 
not getting anyone in trouble here!  

All my life I had felt I was the adult in the room. John helped me recapture the 
long-forgotten child in me.  

I invited him to my house for dinner the following weekend. Knowing what a 
fine musician he was, I wondered what kind of music I should play. I started 
thinking about my own musical tastes and maybe I would just play my 
favorites. I grew up listening to the Mississippi Delta blues in juke joints with 
adults and where my friends and I sneaked off as teenagers. I listened to 
popular music on the radio and knew all the popular songs of the day. I 
discovered jazz as a junior in high school; and although it was never played on 
the radio in my home town, I found it on late-night radio stations from New 
Orleans and Memphis.  

Many of my classic jazz albums disappeared during the divorce, but, I still 
had a respectable collection of some classic and contemporary jazz. I played 
some music by Larry Carlton, a fine guitarist who had attended Harbor 
College where I was dean of students. I had nominated him for the first 
honorary degree the college awarded. When the guitar solo began John said, 
“That’s Larry Carlton, he played on one of my recordings.”  
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“Would you like to listen to some really old Johnny Hodges?” I asked as I 
brought out a well-traveled album with a tattered cover and a picture of 
Johnny Hodges holding his alto saxophone. Hodges was best known for his 
solos in the Duke Ellington Band; but on this album he was fronting his own 
group and appeared solo on the cover. Being an alto saxophonist himself, 
Johnny Hodges was one of John’s heroes, and we listened to the entire album 
together.  

I played and talked about some of my favorites on the first two albums I 
bought when I arrived in San Francisco – the haunting ballad “Jim” on Sarah 
Vaughan with Clifford Brown, and the sophisticated blues “Booze Blues 
Baby” on Meet Oliver Nelson. I talked about the discovery of favorite jazz 
singers Ella Fitzgerald, Sarah Vaughn and Carmen McCrae. I concluded the 
evening of music with some selections from Clifford Brown with Strings, a 
beautiful multi-album collection given to me by a classmate I dated in 
graduate school.  

Knowing he was a world traveler who had the opportunity to enjoy a variety 
of culinary experiences, I also wondered what I should make for dinner. I 
don’t remember what I made for an entrée that evening but I do remember 
making cabbage. I know most people don’t think of cabbage as “sexy” but 
they just don’t know how to make cabbage! First, I fry a couple strips of 
bacon in a skillet, cut them into small pieces, and set them aside; cut the 
cabbage into quarters, get rid of the hard inner core, shake out the water, and 
cut the remainder into bite-size pieces about 1” x 1”. I toss the cabbage in the 
hot bacon grease and sauté it until it begins to brown (caramelize). I turn the 
cabbage over several times until about half of it is caramelized. Then, I return 
the bacon, add salt, pepper, a sprinkling of red hot pepper flakes, give it a 
quick stir, add just a tablespoon of water, put a tight-fitting lid on the skillet, 
turn the fire off, and let it steam to crispy perfection. I served it with real 
“scratch” southern cornbread. Neither of us remembers what else we ate that 
evening but from that day forward John would refer to that dinner as “voodoo 
cabbage”! [laughter] 

I think it was “love at first conversation” for both of us. He made my head 
spin – he still does. Our relationship survived his international travel schedule 
and my three job changes and moves to three cities. After a twelve-year 
courtship, in 2001, I married John Handy and his music. 

Crawford: Lovely memories. Let’s talk a bit about chancellors and presidents. In 
Berkeley, few people could tell you what a chancellor does. They don’t realize 
what a chancellor is, vis-à-vis a president. 

05-00:29:28 

Handy: And it’s the opposite in the university. In the UC system, the people who are 
running the campuses are chancellors, and the person at the top of the 
organization is president. In the community colleges, the person at the top is 
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chancellor, and the people below the chancellor are presidents, if they happen 
to have more than one college in a district.  

Crawford: Please talk about the presidency. 

05-00:29:57 

Handy: Typically, the president of a community college was a professor who came up 
through the academic ranks of teaching faculty and election by the faculty to a 
key faculty leadership position like president of the academic senate, president 
of the faculty union, chairperson of a department or an academic discipline. 
Some leadership positions were appointed by the president, i.e., chairperson of 
a key institutional committee such as an accreditation steering committee. 
Typically, entry-level management positions were competitive and began by 
applying for a director or a dean position. Typically, the next position was the 
chief academic officer, then the president, and lastly, chancellor.  

I did not come up through the traditional path. I never worked as faculty in the 
community colleges. I started in the university system. I took a one-year 
temporary counseling position in a community college and knew from the first 
day that was where I was meant to be. I’m happy I made that choice. 

Crawford: Then on to the presidency of San Jose City College. How were you recruited 
for the presidency? 

05-00:36:30 

Handy: A headhunter—Paula Carabelli, whom I knew vaguely but apparently she 
knew a lot about me. I had finished almost five years at Skyline. She said she 
had followed my progress at Skyline and thought I would make an attractive 
candidate for president of San Jose City College and asked if I would be 
interested. When head hunters start calling, you are on your way to a 
presidency if you want it because headhunters earn their reputation based on 
how well they have done their homework before putting their stamp of 
approval on a candidate.  

I was happy at Skyline and had turned around all my initial woes. I had not 
considered applying for a presidency elsewhere. There were three community 
colleges in the San Mateo District where I worked. I had excellent evaluations 
and a good name in the district. I was confident that if I wanted to be a 
president, I would have options there should one of the presidents leave. In 
fact, one of the presidents was leaving at that time. My president told me the 
chancellor was considering an interim assignment for me as president of 
Skyline, and moving my president to the upcoming vacant position at the 
flagship school, College of San Mateo.  

Crawford: Was that a challenge for you? Was it difficult to assume the job as president 
of San Jose City College? 
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05-00:38:11 

Handy: No. Not at all.  

Crawford: Because you had those two streams. 

05-00:38:13 

Handy: Because I knew everything. I won’t say I knew everything, but boy, I sure had 
done everything. I had done everything but mop the floors, at Skyline. 
[laughter]  

Seriously, I have moved around a lot and I am very studious about my job 
choices. Organizations need different things at different times, and I have seen 
presidents fail or succeed for a number of reasons, but crucial among them 
was how well their skill and temperament matched what the college needed at 
that time. When Paula made the case for San Jose City College, I was 
intrigued because I could check all the boxes.  

This may sound like another one of my odd choices. I preferred to compete 
for a presidency rather than be assigned one on an interim basis.  

You asked if San Jose was a challenge. Overall, I did not consider it a 
challenge because of my broad experience at Skyline. But I must tell you that 
the first month or so was very challenging. On my first day as president, one 
of my first duties was to sign forms to appoint two new deans recommended 
by faculty in two divisions. Both were white male in-house candidates who 
had gone through the board-approved process for hiring administrators; 
evaluation of all applicants, interviews with semifinalists, reference checks, 
recommendation to administration, etc.  

At the outset, I thought it odd that a search for two entry-level administrators 
produced only white male candidates. In my initial conversation with the vice-
president, I was told the process in one of the divisions was rife with conflict 
between faculty groups: English vs. English-as-a-Second Language, senior 
faculty vs. junior faculty, tenured vs. untenured, etc. I was told there was a 
tape of the meeting in which the decision was made about the finalist. I asked 
to have the tape delivered to my office. The vice-president said the tape was 
part of the internal division process and there was resistance among some 
faculty to handing it over. I said if the tape was recorded on campus, using 
college offices, recording devices, tapes, etc. I had the right to have it and 
expected to have it delivered immediately. The tape confirmed serious conflict 
in a division that desperately needed a dean who could work effectively with 
warring factions.  

On the second day I met for the first time with my administrative staff of two 
vice-presidents and five or six deans. I explained my concern about what I had 
learned from the tape and how the nominee would fit in as part of the 
administrative team. I said, “It is my decision to make, and I will make it after 
I interview him but he would also be a member of this team, a team I will 
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lead. There are no right or wrong answers. I am just doing my due diligence.” 
Each administrator spoke openly and I think I earned some points that day by 
consulting with them ahead of my decision.  

I scheduled interviews with the nominees, with the nominee of the contentious 
division being first. After initial courtesies I began to explain the process I use 
to appoint administrators when the nominee interrupted in a loud, intimidating 
voice, “Do you intend to appoint me to this position?” I was shocked because 
I thought everyone knew that the person doing the hiring asked the questions 
and the person who wanted to be hired gave answers. I said “Normally, I ask 
the questions. Maybe it would help if I explained the process I use.” The 
nominee shouted again, “Do you intend to appoint me to this position?” I 
could not believe what I was hearing—a faculty member is trying to 
intimidate me into hiring him. “Don’t you know you are talking to your 
would-be boss?” I said, “Normally, I interview candidates and then I like to 
sleep on it overnight to make sure I haven’t overlooked anything and that I 
have given the candidate a fair chance to make his or her best case. But, since 
you have demanded to know today, I will tell you today--I am not going to 
recommend you to the board for hire.” “You are not?” he asked in a surprised, 
subdued manner. “No, I am not because I don’t think you could be a 
productive member of a team I will lead.”  

I scheduled a meeting for the second day with the division to explain why I 
did not accept their recommendation. I was challenged in a very public and 
hostile way by a handful of faculty. I will never forget it. A senior white 
female faculty asked, “Who do you think you are? You just walked in here. 
You have been here how long? Has it been twenty-four hours yet?” she asked 
as she looked at her watch for emphasis. “And you think you can tell us who 
our dean should be? He was elected by our division and he is our choice,” she 
said. I said, “The dean is not just a representative of the faculty. He is a 
member of the administrative team as well. Your nominee is not my choice 
because he has demonstrated he cannot be a productive member of a team 
where I will be the leader.”  

I am thinking out loud to myself now. This is just my second day on the job 
and I have set in motion a firestorm I might not be able to control. Would 
angry faculty in this division organize faculty in other divisions against me? 
Would they conclude from this one decision that I am disrespectful of faculty? 
Would my decision increase racial tension on campus? Create a political 
problem for the chancellor who was also new to his job? Split the board along 
racial lines? End up in the newspaper? Would I be at the center of a 
controversy no one could contain? The possibilities were endless. I did not 
know anyone in San Jose and the only two people I knew in the entire district 
were the chancellor and the vice-president of instruction on my campus. I did 
not even allow myself to think I might be shown the door. To summarize--on 
day two I was radioactive.  
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The faculty submitted a second nominee and I rejected that recommendation 
because she was a leader on the other side of the department’s conflict. I 
thought appointing her would have continued “a vicious cycle” that apparently 
had gone on for some time. Outrage accelerated as I announced I would open 
the position for a new search for a dean.  

I returned to my initial concern about the hiring process in the district and 
discovered the district had been out of compliance with state law on 
affirmative action for eight years. I reported that to the chancellor and the 
board and the policies were quickly updated. 

The new search for a dean produced a diverse pool of candidates. With some 
reservation I won’t go into here, I hired a white female from another college. 
After about eighteen months, I had to tell her I could not recommend that her 
contract be renewed because she, too, had shown she was unable to work 
productively on a team where I was the leader. Some faculty in the division 
were outraged all over again, but by now most people recognized I was not 
into expediency and was willing to make tough decisions. 

Yes, it was a very rocky beginning at San Jose. But, with the exception of 
some faculty in the division in question, most people who said anything said it 
was a courageous decision that a new president took a firm stand on an 
important issue in the first week. The incident was widely reported in the San 
Jose Mercury News but after that it was smooth sailing. 

Crawford: What changes did you make? 

05-00:38:30 

Handy: The first thing I noticed about San Jose that I wanted to change was that all 
the buildings were really old. The first thing I did after I got my footing was to 
convene people and get them to start talking about what an ideal campus 
would look like, in terms of facilities. Let’s identify one or two buildings that 
could become the nucleus of that, and we could begin the process of trying to 
get state approval for a new building, and then work on out toward other 
buildings. 

Getting state approval for a new building was a very competitive process. You 
have to convince the state of a lot of things--you actually need a new building, 
you need it more than other colleges, and you have to get them to give you 
money. It was not easy. But in my first year, I made it a high priority and I got 
the campus working on it. We put a proposal before the state in my first year. 
In my second year, the state approved our request for a new library learning 
resources building, renovation of the student union building, a new entrance to 
the campus, and preliminary approval of plans for a new science building. 
These initial improvements laid the foundation for continuing development of 
the campus well beyond my tenure as president. 
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Every college where I have worked I have wanted a grand entrance to the 
campus. Not ornate, but appealing and attractive. So we got some of those 
things approved for San Jose City College. In my second or third year in a 
feature article the San Jose Mercury News labeled me “The Renovator.”  

I initiated and oversaw a strategic planning process and incorporated a 
facilities master plan inside it.  

The second thing I thought significant was I oversaw a comprehensive review 
of the total curriculum. At the time I went to San Jose City College, it was a 
predominantly white college, with a growing Latino population. During my 
time there, San Jose was one of the cities in California where immigrants and 
refugees from Vietnam and Southeast Asia were resettled by the federal 
government. And, the African-American population was growing, however 
slowly. 

I thought the curriculum was too Anglo-centric for what was already on our 
doorstep and the issue could only get larger. As a president you can’t just go 
in and change the curriculum. Faculty will kill you if you invade their space. 
You will be handed your hat in just a few minutes. [laughter] All college 
presidents respect that faculty are experts in their subject areas. However, 
presidents have the obligation to raise issues they think faculty should 
consider in the larger context of higher education.  

Crawford: You probably had a faculty senate. 

05-00:41:28 

Handy: Yes, and a faculty union. I had an excellent relationship with both and they 
understood the importance of the issue when it was raised. They supported the 
idea that we needed to prepare for a rapidly changing demographic because 
the speed at which the community was changing was far outpacing what we 
were thinking about on the campus, or what they had been thinking about 
before I arrived.  

Overseeing that kind of change could have been a heavy lift politically, but in 
combination with the accreditation recommendation for curriculum review, 
and faculty leadership, it was not difficult to get faculty to flow with it. What I 
asked them to do was to take a look at the total curriculum. I did not single out 
any person, academic discipline, or department and I did not criticize anyone 
or anything they had done or failed to do in the past. I thought every class 
should be evaluated against what our students looked like now and what we 
thought they might look like in ten to fifteen years. Look at every class in 
relation to what may or may not need to be changed.  

Obviously, if you are teaching a chemistry class, the content would not 
change, but how you approached a new student demographic might change. 
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What would you need to change to make your class more welcoming for 
students, say, who were immigrants or refugees from Vietnam, for example?  

I was really proud of myself and the faculty leadership to be able to help the 
college make that transition without tearing ourselves apart. 

Crawford: What did you do for the Vietnamese coming in with no English, for example? 

05-00:43:11 

Handy: Well, everybody, when they don’t speak English--actually, many of them 
spoke English because they worked with and for Americans in Vietnam and 
Southeast Asia. But all community colleges teach English as a Second 
Language (ESL) where non-native speakers learn to speak English. 

Crawford: What would be the thrust of the change? In other words, take the curriculum 
as a whole and say, “This is too Anglo-centered,” as you said. What does it 
mean? 

05-00:43:37 

Handy: It meant the faculty should think not just about their course content, methods 
and materials; but also about who will be sitting in their classrooms in the 
future. I knew not everyone would agree with that but, based on my 
experience that was what I thought was proper. 

Crawford: What practical changes did you make, would you say? In other words, how 
did you balance the Anglo? 

05-00:43:52 

Handy: In this situation, it is not my job to do things; it’s my job to cause things to be 
done. That is a little different. It is my job to get other people to see why they 
should do something differently. 

Crawford: Did you have some confrontations about that? 

05-00:44:23 

Handy: No. I started with the recommendation of the Accrediting Commission that 
recommended a review of the total curriculum. I added the issue of diversity 
because I could see the demographics were changing. I asked faculty 
leadership to take responsibility for it. I said, “I think we really need to think 
about ten years down the road. I imagine many of you have started thinking 
about this already because you see some of these students sitting in your 
classes. Let’s formalize it. Let’s say we are going to take three years and we 
are going to study the entire curriculum, and we are going to see if we need to 
make any changes.” 

Crawford: So what would the changes be? 
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05-00:44:54 

Handy: In some cases, I think faculty would look at their textbooks and reading 
materials. They might do some additional reading about the cultures of 
students in their classes. 

Crawford: I am asking what subjects you didn’t have before. 

05-00:45:03 

Handy: Well, the most obvious would be in the social sciences, I would think, 
where—and in history—what you teach would be different from teaching an 
Anglo-Saxon version of history. For example, in the social sciences, course 
content was very different after the civil rights movement. Anglo-centric 
history is not a universal truth. In this situation, my job was more to question 
and challenge than it was to direct.  

Crawford: So you might change authors the students are reading. 

05-00:45:24 

Handy: Faculty might change authors. It is a longer process, because in some cases, 
faculty had to get themselves up to speed either through thinking about it, 
reading or coursework. But they might change authors, they might change 
curriculum, or teaching methods if they decided, after studying the issue, that 
another direction might be more appropriate. I did not feel it was my job to 
tell them what materials or authors they should use or what direction they 
should go; it was my job to say you need to look at this. 

Crawford: How did they do that? Did they get together as a faculty? 

05-00:46:02 

Handy: I was not present in every discussion in every academic discipline or 
department, but it was discussed on an ongoing basis with faculty leadership. I 
met with faculty, staff, and student leadership once a week. It could have been 
done in a number of ways--in informal groups, by academic discipline, or as 
an entire division. Faculty understood curriculum and the quality of the 
learning environment were faculty responsibilities. We were in regular 
conversation about many issues. Once I had the conversation with faculty 
leadership and saw how they responded, I had no reason to be concerned. The 
accreditation recommendation helped me to begin the conversation, and I 
added the diversity issue as part of that conversation. The Accreditation 
Commission commended the college on how both the curriculum review and 
diversity issues were handled. 

Crawford: You moved on to the chancellor’s position [at San Francisco City College] 
after four years, and again, you were recruited. How did that happen? 

05-00:46:51 

Handy: Another headhunter. Not the same one as San Jose. This one was a woman 
who conducted searches nationally, not just in California, Liz Rocklin. She 
singlehandedly invented headhunting for community colleges. She knew 
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almost everyone who was a president and prospects one level below. I had 
known her at professional conferences. I knew I was on her radar because she 
had called me about chancellor jobs at other colleges. Headhunters were very 
busy all the time in California with 106 community colleges and a high 
turnover rate where the average tenure of a president or chancellor was only 
three years. I think the turnover rate is still about the same. 

Liz was doing the search for City College of San Francisco and said she 
thought I was a good match for the college and I should take a look. When I 
went to San Jose I planned to work eight to ten years, maybe more if it was 
still fun. I bought a home in San Jose and I was very happy there until I started 
to be unhappy with the interference of two trustees. That led me to have my 
mind open to consider San Francisco. In the past I had jokingly said to Liz, 
“Why would I leave San Jose when I am Miss San Jose? I can pick up the 
phone and call Mayor Susan Hammer and say, ‘I need your star power for this 
event on campus,’ and she would say, ‘Just get it on the calendar.’” 

Crawford: Really? 

05-00:48:27 

Handy: Or the mayor would call me and say I want you to chair a committee to help 
diversify the commissions for the City of San Jose. Or, she was leading a 
delegation to St. Petersburg, Russia, or was it Yekaterinburg? “I want you to 
be part of the delegation.”  

Crawford: Did you go? 

05-00:48:42 

Handy: I did not. I wish I had, but I was busy with facilities projects and did not want 
to get distracted.  

 Back to why and how I went to City College of San Francisco. Coincidentally, 
when Liz called me I was unhappy about the conduct of two trustees I felt 
they were interfering too much with my authority as the chief executive of the 
college. Liz and I got into a pretty deep conversation about City College. I 
asked her why she thought of me for the job.  

The things I remember most about what she said were it was a good college 
that was doing good things, they had high quality instructional programs, and 
an excellent board. She said they had been through a painful reorganization, 
and she thought I had the healing touch they needed at that time. She laid out 
what she considered to be the challenges and how she thought I stacked up 
against them. She said she was not looking for a large pool of candidates, only 
candidates she thought were well-matched to the challenges the college faced.  

I told her I would think about it, but right off, I did not think the faculty would 
consider someone without the doctorate, and the board probably would not 
consider someone who had never reported directly to a board of trustees. She 
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said she strongly disagreed and thought I would be among the top candidates, 
if not the top candidate, with all the constituents because of my experience at 
Skyline and San Jose, my temperament, and can-do work ethic. She said she 
was confident that when they knew my record, met and interacted with me, 
none of that would matter. I had been in her workshops, along with others, 
and we all knew her to be brutally frank in her assessment of executive talent. 
I also knew her well enough to know she would not recruit me just to check 
some racial or gender box.  

I told her I had reservations but I would think about it and get back to her. 
After all I had heard, I put a lot of energy into study before making the 
decision to go to City College. Maybe I should talk about that a bit. When I 
made the decision to apply for it, I took two weeks of vacation time to study 
City College, the chancellor’s contract, and the contracts of other large urban 
community college chancellors--Los Angeles, New York, Philadelphia, 
Dallas, etc. From those contracts, I had a better idea of the scope of the job, 
how the City College chancellor job compared to others, and what other 
chancellors earned. I wrote a draft of a chancellor’s contract so I could 
negotiate for what I wanted rather than using the previous chancellor’s 
contract as a starting point. When it was time to discuss the contract they 
handed me the previous chancellor’s contract. I said, “I’ll look at yours if 
you’ll look at mine.” 

I consulted people who worked at City College and some who had retired. I 
studied minutes of many, many documents: public meetings of the board, 
meetings of the academic senate, staff bulletins, the student newspaper, local 
newspaper coverage, informal publications critical of the administration, and 
accreditation reports. I could see board meetings were combative, and often 
went until early hours of the morning. I could see it was a wacky place, and 
people were irreverent and hostile and things like that. But okay. I can say 
okay to that because there is a certain amount of that at all community 
colleges – maybe not as profound as City College, but it is there.  

There were many issues from constituent groups, but there were just a few 
that would be non-starters for me--misuse of public funds, and failure to 
attend to accreditation recommendations in a timely manner.  

In my study, the most serious issue was associated students’ allegation that the 
district spent millions of bookstore funds that belonged to the students, and 
vague allegations from a small but vocal group of faculty alleging millions of 
dollars could not be accounted for in the budget.  

 At my own expense, I hired an expert in community college finance to 
examine the financial records of the district and advise me on the allegations 
about financial mismanagement. Community college financial records are 
public documents and available to any member of the public requesting them. 
The consultant concluded the faculty allegations were unfounded, and the 
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student allegations were straightforward and based on who owned the 
bookstore, the district or students. The consultant said the matter was headed 
for a lawsuit and that would resolve the matter. I could live with that. 

After studying accreditation reports, I contacted a friend and former colleague 
with close ties to the Accrediting Commission and asked for an informal 
assessment of how the commission saw the last accrediting report and what I 
might expect as challenges if I went there. I learned a lot but nothing that was 
a non-starter. The college was in good standing with the Accrediting 
Commission.  

 I thought so far, this is starting to look like a possibility. I could see myself 
doing big things on a large stage, returning to my San Francisco roots, 
finishing my career on a high note. What was there to say no to? Well, I knew 
of no other community college administrator in the state who was applying for 
the job – did they know something I didn’t know? I called Liz and told her I 
had completed my study and could check most boxes and was interested; but 
over the years I had heard so many negative things about the college, that they 
had a bad reputation around the state.  

Crawford: What was the bad reputation? 

05-00:49:53 

Handy: Let me add to that because I don’t want to paint with a broad brush. The 
college was well-known for excellence in teaching and innovation, and the 
student transfer rate to four-year colleges was among the highest in the state. 
Both of those are quality benchmarks. The negative things I had heard were 
intangibles that pertained largely to governance and organizational culture – 
their decision-making processes, raucous board meetings, political in-fighting, 
how they treated their chancellors, presidents, their leadership.  

Word was that it was very tough to be a president or a chancellor there 
because if you weren’t making it in their world, they just ground you up. I had 
heard from some old-timers that in the last twenty-five years or so, hardly 
anyone in a leadership position had left of their own accord, they were all 
driven out. You hear these things at conferences and it doesn’t mean anything; 
but when you are thinking about working there you have to evaluate what you 
heard.  

 I had been a vice-president or president in the community colleges for fifteen 
years and had been successful in all my jobs. In my study, I focused on what I 
had not seen before, the policies and practices that were unique to City 
College. That is what I mean when I talk about complexity—the practices that 
were different there. I did not know how these—shall we say “intangibles,’ 
translated in everyday management of the college because there are many 
things where you have to be on the ground to experience it yourself. For 
example how do all of these factors relate to each other? What synergy do 
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they create? What personal qualities do I bring that may influence these 
forces? 

I went to City College with eyes wide open. In some sports, athletes are 
judged by the “degree of difficulty” of their performance—I’m thinking 
swimming and gymnastics. I knew it would be a level of difficulty I had not 
experienced organizationally, culturally, politically, and maybe in other ways 
that were yet to be discovered. I was getting close to the age of retirement--it 
was a risk worth taking. To stay with the sports metaphor, “I can play for 
fun.” That is how I evaluated City College. As in all my previous jobs, I 
expected to do well.  

Nevertheless, when I walked in the door, I had less power— Not that it was so 
much about power. It was about accountability. If I am accountable, will I 
have whatever resources and authority that go with being accountable? But I 
made the decision to go, so there.  

Now, having said all that, I must say this: I don’t think anyone could have 
gotten off to a better start at City College than I did. Well, not right away. On 
the second day on the job, when I looked out my window just before leaving 
for my first opening day speech, I saw a gathering that had the unmistakable 
look of union organizers rallying their members. Little did I know they were 
gathering to protest my opening-day speech. After asking one of the leaders, 
“Why are you raining on my parade?” I introduced myself, engaged with 
some of them, and asked them to come in and listen to what I had to say and 
they did.  

For my opening day remarks I gave a formal academic paper to the entire 
college community entitled “The Impact of Organizational Culture on 
Teaching and Learning.” Yes, on my first day I went there! I discussed 
research findings on the qualities of “exemplary colleges” and challenged 
each constituency to work to strengthen the college culture and work toward 
more purposeful behavior. I talked about what I thought City College should 
do next in the context of organizational culture, including “TREAT THE 
CHANCELLOR RIGHT!” Seriously, I actually said that in my concluding 
remarks. I received a standing ovation from the campus community, praise 
from trustees, leadership of the academic senate, and many, many individuals 
for challenging the college on organizational culture on day one.  

Actually, I gave a formal academic paper at the beginning of each semester; 
and all were equally direct. But, my first paper was unique because it set a 
tone for how I would approach my job--with scholarship, straight talk, and 
firmness. 

Crawford: You didn’t stay long, though. 
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05-00:50:54 

Handy: I did not stay long. 

Crawford: Three years, it looks like. 

05-00:50:59 

Handy: Yes. I stayed three years. Three years was the average tenure of a president or 
chancellor in the community colleges in California at that time. It makes me a 
little sad to say that because it appears the rate of turnover is still very high, 
and that tells us a lot about the problems of governance in the community 
colleges in California. For a lot of complicated reasons I can discuss in detail 
if you want, I did not feel I had the administrative control I needed to run an 
institution that size, with 85,000 students. 

Crawford: 85,000 as opposed to what, twelve? 

05-00:51:28 

Handy: Yes. From my assessment, it just could not go on that way; something had to 
give. It had so many complex parts that did not exist in other community 
colleges; connection to municipal government and its unions; unions very 
powerful and well-aligned with each other and well-aligned with the political 
establishment in San Francisco; so much power dispersed away from 
administrators to other power centers, administrators reduced by forty percent, 
first level of management is a union. All of this weakened administrative 
control at every level. The synergy from those factors led to a permanent 
demand to spend money the college did not.  

I had earned a good name and I intended to leave with it intact. I also intended 
to leave on my own terms.  

Crawford: It was that bad? 

05-00:52:29 

Handy: In the first year it was so exhilarating, getting things done--the feeling of 
winning the bond campaign, the prospect of new buildings, building support 
in the community, building partnerships around the city, and working with 
excellent faculty, staff, and student leadership on the campus. It was almost 
like being in love. 

Late in the second year I started to have a constant, nagging, feeling: I am 
accountable for a lot of things I don’t have control over. I am accountable for 
everything, like I was in all the other places I worked. but I don’t feel I have 
the same kind of authority over it. It was not just about collective bargaining. I 
was not a stranger to collective bargaining. I had worked successfully with 
unionized faculty and staff for the entirety of my community college career.  

Crawford: Just because it was so large? 
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[Material added, pages 88-92] 
 
05-00:52:51 

Handy: No. It was because of the complexity. It is complicated but I will try to 
summarize it. Maybe the best way to do this is to talk about how governance 
at City College was different from other community colleges.  

 The college was a legal department, and the chancellor was a legal department 
head in the City and County of San Francisco. Granted, it seemed mostly for 
purposes of collective bargaining, that was different.  

The college shared a unionized labor pool for support staff with the City and 
County of San Francisco (City and County), the Unified District, BART, 
MUNI, and health care workers – maybe others I have forgotten.  

That was different. All unionized employees moved back and forth between 
those organizations. When one of the “Locals” negotiated for salary and 
health and welfare benefits, typically the City and County settled first. If they 
got a good package, Locals that followed bargained on the basis of what the 
City and County gave.  

The connectivity of the various Locals had the effect of having the City and 
County determine the starting point for bargaining for the college.  

That was different. I am not saying it was designed that way, but that was the 
effect it had. I assumed it was the law of unintended consequences. 

The college was a separate legal district funded by the state on a formula 
based on student attendance. The college received no funding from the City 
and County. When salary increases were awarded, for all practical purposes, 
the award was forever – not just a year or even for the life of the contract. For 
the college to bargain with its employees over what the City and County gave 
its employees, when what the college could pay was based on a totally 
different source of funding, created permanent pressure, from external 
sources, to spend money the college district did not have. That was different. 
When you spend money you don’t have, you are also deciding to forego other 
important expenditures such as maintenance, technology, infrastructure, 
student support services, etc. You are also committing future chancellors to 
spend money they may not have.  

Crawford: Did you do the union negotiations? 

05-00:54:28 

Handy: No. I had an administrative team that did the actual negotiating and would 
recommend to me. I was the final signoff before it went to the board for 
approval. I could say yes or no, I will recommend this or I won’t do that. The 
board could reject or override any recommendation I made but they never did. 
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I have described one level of complexity. There were others that may not have 
been as obvious, but were also compelling. The chancellor who preceded 
me—he was there for five years—had a philosophy of governance that 
“faculty can never have too much power.”  

Crawford: And he was the chancellor? 

05-00:55:26 

Handy: He was the chancellor.  

Crawford: So they took it. 

05-00:55:32 

Handy: Yes. They took it, but again context is necessary to understand it. Historically, 
faculty participated in governance through the academic senate., collective 
bargaining, and around 1998, the California Legislature granted additional 
ways for faculty, staff, and students to participate in governance – it was 
commonly known as “shared governance.” 

In addition to those three sources of participation, City College faculty had 
additional sources of power or methods of participation in governance.  

In practical terms, a philosophy of governance that “faculty can never have 
too much power” is, shall we say, unique. That philosophy found its way into 
expectations, practices, and policies. That was different. 

In a reorganization recommended by the Accrediting Commission in the early 
nineties, the two major divisions of the college were consolidated. As part of 
the consolidation, the college reduced administrative staff by about 40 percent 
while the college size, mission, and number of students remained roughly the 
same. That was different. 

Third, to compensate for the reduction in administration, the college instituted 
the Department Chair Council where some faculty were released from some 
of their teaching duties to perform some of the duties previously done by 
administrators. The Department Chair Council had the right to collective 
bargaining, in effect, a second faculty union functioned as the entry level of 
management. That was different. 

 In addition to being unique, these policies and practices reduced 
administrative control at every level. That is what I mean when I talk about 
complexity of governance at City College. 

Crawford: Was that constant during the three years, you felt a little stymied about things 
you might like to start because there was opposing forces? 
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05-00:57:37 

Handy: No, not at all. That is the paradox, because I got a lot done. I was concerned 
more about where all of this could lead if it continued. I met all my goals and 
objectives and received excellent evaluations every year at City College. After 
fifteen months on the job, the board raised my salary 9% based on merit. It 
said right in the board resolution approved in a public meeting that the raise 
was based on merit. I did not ask for it; it was the board’s initiative. The raise 
was very controversial and was in local, state, and national media. It was said 
with derision that I earned more than the mayor, the governor, and legislators. 
By way of explanation, in negotiating for compensation, the board offered me 
the compensation package of the departing chancellor. I knew from my study 
of chancellor contracts of large urban districts that the City College 
compensation package was well below that of other urban chancellors. I 
thought it would be awkward for both the board and me to negotiate a package 
that was greater than the departing chancellor who served for five years. I 
discussed the issue with the board and said, “I’m accepting your offer, but if I 
do a terrific job, I hope you will remember that I am taking the position for 
less than my peers in other large urban districts.” 

 The board acknowledged that when they raised my salary, I had been 
reasonable with them and they were reasonable with me. When the detractors 
questioned the raise, the board did not back down and neither did I. My 
standard reply was, “I’m not giving the money back, they should be paying 
me more,” and that was in the newspapers as well. 

But everything in my head became clearer when the board voted to add an 
additional year to my contract. Adding a year to the chancellor’s contract was 
a vote of confidence. I did not want to have additional time added to my 
contract and was forced to think about why I felt that way when I was doing 
so well.  

I wondered if perhaps running the bond campaign had taken more of a toll on 
me than I realized and maybe I just needed some time off. Or perhaps I was 
angrier than I realized because politically sophisticated faculty organizations 
sat on their hands on the sideline during the bond campaign. And a small 
group of faculty and staff joined with well-known political operatives to try to 
defeat the bond campaign with a “vote no” recommendation in the voter 
handbook that went to every household in San Francisco.  

 Fortunately, I had the support of the political establishment and I was never 
asked about the “vote no” recommendation while I was out in the community 
campaigning for the bond campaign at night and on weekends. I was feeling 
very conflicted about a lot of things, but I had started to work my way through 
it. 

 What it boiled down to for me was I could not tolerate the separation of 
responsibility and accountability; power too widely dispersed among others 
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while the chancellor alone was accountable. The events at the college 
following my retirement and the accreditation crisis confirmed, however 
vague it may have felt at the time, my concern about governance was not 
misplaced.  

Crawford: What were the major things you did? 

05-00:57:43 

Handy: I get tired just thinking about it. I will start by recounting as best as I can 
recall what the board said when I retired and then some of the intangibles that 
may not be as obvious. I played a leading role in passage of a bond campaign 
that raised $150 million for City College and the Unified District; acquired 
land for new campuses in the predominantly Asian-American district of 
Chinatown/North Beach and the predominantly Hispanic-American Mission 
district, and a new childcare center on the Phelan campus; purchased a 
building adjacent to predominantly African-American communities of 
Bayview and Hunters Point as a permanent district-owned site for vocational 
education; oversaw development of major planning activities - a strategic 
plan, a college development plan, and a minority/women’s business 
contracting program; oversaw major upgrades in college facilities and 
technology; instituted college-level courses for under-served groups such as 
the city’s welfare reform program, and installation of college-level tele-
courses for residents in rehabilitation at Delancey Street; and initiated 
improvements in service to high school students.  

 I think some of the most important things I accomplished in all my jobs were 
intangibles. In my twenty-three years as a dean, vice-president, president, and 
chancellor, I never accepted things the way I found them – there was always 
room for improvement, something else to be done. I had an entrepreneurial 
ethic; and I knew how to find money and partners to do the things I wanted to 
do. I accomplished much by what I called “develop the people around you” 
that resulted in good administrative support in all my jobs. I had what I call a 
jump-time ethic – I am not afraid to jump into or out of situations, to try 
something different, change course; and I was good at bringing others along. I 
believe those personal qualities, along with my work ethic, helped transform 
the way people thought about what was possible - not just while I was there; 
but, well after I was gone. I will quote Louis Armstrong here – “I know who I 
am, I know what I did.” I loved my work and I was good at it. I loved all my 
bosses, and with rare exception, the people who worked under my 
supervision. I am grateful for the opportunities, confidence and support I 
received from all of them. I am especially satisfied with my tenure at City 
College because many people thought I couldn’t do it; and others were not shy 
about telling me they thought I was crazy to try.  

I worked for the seven publicly elected members of the City College Board of 
Trustees. I could not have had a better board if I had hand-picked them 
myself. I am grateful they hired me and for the guidance and support they 
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gave. So I will summon their concluding words in acknowledging my 
retirement at the last public meeting of my tenure: “She is recognized locally, 
throughout the state of California, and nationally as a leader of exceptional 
ability. The college has prospered under her leadership.” That is how I wanted 
to go out.  

Crawford: What was that money used for? 

05-00:57:53 

Handy: There were several things-- land acquisition for new buildings, upgrades in 
existing facilities, improvements in infrastructure systems and technology.  

Crawford: Where did you get that money? 

05-00:58:09 

Handy: From the bond campaign. 

Crawford: From the bond campaign. 

05-00:58:11 

Handy: Yes. Well, let me back up and talk about the challenge of land acquisition in 
San Francisco. First there was no vacant land to be had in San Francisco. Any 
land you acquired, you took it from someone else--you purchased it from a 
private seller or under the provision of eminent domain. And when you found 
an old building you thought you could tear down, the historical society police 
or some entity declared it a public treasure and a political fight ensued. So 
acquiring land to build two new campuses was a major accomplishment.  

Also there was a large reservoir across the street from my office--the South 
Balboa Reservoir. I was told the college owned the air rights and the City 
owned the land rights. With the help of a colleague on the board of the Fine 
Arts Museums who was also a land developer and former director of the San 
Francisco Planning Commission, I started the process of trying to acquire full 
rights to the South Balboa Reservoir. My plan was to build a student union 
building, a food court with a variety of ethnic foods like the one at 
Stonestown, a community meeting room, some spaces for lease, three to four 
theaters, and underground parking. We expected the plan would generate a 
permanent income stream from the theaters, food court, and leased spaces. I 
secured the green light from the mayor to pursue it. We formed an action 
committee that included a land developer, an architect, an engineer, a faculty 
representative, and designated the college chief operations officer as the lead 
person. I don’t know what happened to the initiative after I retired, but I set a 
process in motion to acquire that land outright. 

Crawford: Which mayor? 

05-00:59:21 

Handy: Mayor Willie Brown.  
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Crawford: You knew Mayor Willie Brown by then. Or did you? 

05-00:59:30 

Handy: No. I did not know him personally.  

Crawford: And that acquisition initiative came from you? In other words, you saw the 
need. 

05-00:59:42 

Handy: Yes. You could not walk onto any of the nine campuses without noticing the 
poor condition of facilities. The invitation to participate in the bond campaign 
came from the superintendent of the unified district, Bill Rojas, who had put 
the process in motion before I arrived. And during the political process 
Supervisors Leslie Katz and Mable Teng, and City College trustee Natalie 
Berg did the heavy lifting at City Hall with the mayor and the board of 
supervisors that actually got the money for the new campuses included in the 
bond proposal. None of this could have happened without the initiative of 
Superintendent Rojas, Mayor Brown’s approval of the bond to go on the 
ballot, and his continuing support of it.  

When I came to San Francisco, Superintendent Bill Rojas was one of the first 
people I called on because I wanted to make sure we had a clear path for high 
school students to come to City College. I wanted to know if there were any 
obstacles or anything we needed to get out of their way or things we needed to 
do to help them.  

When I asked him about that, we agreed on some things the college could do 
to help. To begin, we held parents’ nights to help parents understand the 
process and what City College had to offer, and we had students come to the 
campus for visits—activities that helped them get more familiar with the 
college.  

In our first meeting, Superintendent Rojas told me he had started the process 
to put a bond measure on the ballot. In that first meeting he asked if I wanted 
to join him. He said we could increase the amount of money, so there would 
be a portion for the Unified District, and a portion for City College. Well, I 
had never run a bond campaign and did not even know anyone who had run 
one. I was really surprised. I don’t think any other community college in the 
state had run a bond campaign at that time. I wouldn’t swear by this, but I 
believe I was the first community college president or chancellor to run a 
bond campaign.  

 The superintendent said they were about three quarters done with their work 
and if I wanted to join him I would have to work quickly because it was a 
matter of just a few weeks before we would have to hand it off to the mayor 
for approval for the ballot. He said the mayor had already said he would 
support it. I had been in my job for, I would guess, five or six weeks. I had not 
put any proposals or policies through what is typically a lengthy shared 
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governance process on campus that involves formal consultation with college 
faculty, staff, and students. After that, there was a formal recommendation to 
the board in a public meeting where the college community and members of 
the public could give their input to the board. As a newcomer, I had no 
political experience or political currency in the district or the city. I decided to 
jump anyway, feeling I had much to gain and nothing to lose. If it did not 
work out, most reasonable people would understand what a challenge it was 
for a newcomer. 

I huddled with my top administrative staff and told them I wanted to do it. They 
pledged their support even though they probably had no idea what that meant. I 
asked the board for approval to pursue it and they said yes. 

From the very beginning, for me, it was all about facilities. City College had the 
oldest facilities of any college where I had worked or visited. Most of the 
buildings were leased from the Unified District. It did not take long to conclude 
the college needed to get out of the business of leasing buildings from the Unified 
District.  

A bond campaign comes under the same laws as running for political office – like 
mayor or governor, A public employee cannot work on the campaign during 
regular work hours, use district resources such as office space, supplies, phones, 
computers, supplies, etc. You cannot assign work to employees or ask them to 
vote for the bond measure or work for it. Essentially, I knowingly took on a 
second full-time job evenings and weekends to raise money and run a political 
campaign.  

In the first two weeks, the superintendent and I had to raise $250,000 to set up a 
campaign office, hire a campaign director, fundraiser, and a pollster. We would 
have to continue raising money to pay salaries for the duration of the campaign, 
about four months. 

I focused on capital improvements, upgrades in electrical, technology, and 
infrastructure in the three or four buildings the college district owned. Near the 
end of the debate, trustee Maria Monet pushed hard for a new child care center on 
the Phelan campus and it was approved. Later with support of Supervisors Leslie 
Katz and Mable Teng and City College trustee Natalie Berg persuaded Mayor 
Brown to add an additional ten million dollars to the proposal to purchase land for 
new campuses in the Mission and Chinatown/North Beach communities. 

Many people will take credit now that the two new campus buildings are a reality, 
but no one deserves more credit than Supervisors Leslie Katz and Mabel Teng, 
City College Trustee Natalie Berg, and Mayor Brown. My top administrative staff 
worked on the priorities--and here, I would commend Peter Goldstein, the chief 
executive officer who had oversight for most of the issues pertaining to land 
acquisition, and oversight of the capital projects. We pushed everything through 
the college’s cumbersome governance process in spite of many disagreements 
over priorities. 
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A few weeks into the campaign, staff noticed the superintendent was missing 
meetings and critical fundraising targets. They knew they would not get paid 
unless both the superintendent and I were working overtime on fundraising. Then I 
started to hear rumors about allegations of financial mismanagement in the 
Unified district, and within days, public allegations in the San Francisco 
Chronicle. Almost overnight campaign staff changed letterhead and literature to 
show my name in the first position. All of the media materials started out with the 
superintendent’s name in the first position and mine in the second. All of this was 
quickly followed by an announcement the superintendent was leaving for a job in 
Dallas. I was now the sole leader of the bond campaign. 

At one point, even some City College trustees suggested we pull out of the bond 
campaign because they thought we were not getting a fair share of the money, 
especially after I became the sole leader of the bond campaign. I wrote a stern 
letter to the board outlining my reasons for why we should “stay the course” and 
the board stayed with me on it. 

Luckily, the Unified District had completed most of its work as things started 
heating up at City College. The reaction of faculty leadership to the proposal was, 
shall we say, tepid. There were many possible reasons for this--I was new to the 
district, maybe they were saving their muscle for collective bargaining, maybe 
they did not think I could get it done in time, maybe they thought I would be toast 
in the political world of San Francisco.  

The classified staff said they would help with the bond campaign only if their 
collective bargaining contract was settled. I had no idea whether the contract 
would be settled, so I counted that as a “maybe.” I felt vulnerable because I knew I 
would need a firm commitment for “foot-soldiers” to walk precincts, hang signs 
on door knobs, hold rallies--all the things you do in a regular political campaign.  

I turned to one of my new friends in San Francisco, Mimi Silbert, director of 
Delancey Street, a residential facility for rehabilitation of drug offenders and other 
legal offenses. I had met her at a social event in my first few weeks on the job. In 
our first or second meeting, I asked about educational opportunities for the 
residents of Delancey Street and reminded her that City College had a hotel and 
restaurant training program. She said she had in-house training because she did not 
want her residents on the campus where they might get into trouble again. I told 
her I could put some tele-courses in Delancey Street so her residents could begin 
taking college classes while they were in rehabilitation. I sent a team of staff to 
Delancey Street--admissions, counseling, financial aid--to enroll residents in 
college classes. Many residents enrolled in the classes and made good progress.  

Later, when I told Mimi Silbert about my need for foot-soldiers, her only question 
was how many people do you need? She committed Delancey residents as foot-
soldier for the bond campaign--as many as I wanted. Mimi Silbert and the 
residents of Delancey Street are real heroes--the whole effort could have gone in 
another direction without their help. 

Crawford: We have to break here; let’s take a break. 
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Begin Audio File 6 

Crawford: Please talk about your role as mediator, really, between the unions and the     
mayor. And talk about the association with BART and MUNI and the college. 
Maybe you would repeat what you said he asked you to do, Mayor Willie 
Brown. 

06-00:00:28 

Handy:         Okay.   

Crawford: Here I would like to pinpoint your working with Mayor Willie Brown to 
resolve problems on the campus. The dynamic of the unions. 

06-00:01:34 

Handy: City College support staff were part of the larger SEIU, which stands for 
Service Employees International Union. In San Francisco, most unionized 
workers were under the umbrella of this union; healthcare workers, BART, 
the Unified School District, City College; and MUNI may have been at the 
time. I wouldn’t swear by it, but I think MUNI was under SEIU during my 
tenure.  

Theoretically, that was a level of connectivity and concentration of power that 
could close City College, the Unified District, the health-care system, and 
local and regional transportation systems--that was too much concentration of 
power without accountability. Now, I must say this--my experience with the 
union leadership was that they were much too smart to do that. But it was 
theoretically possible and that bothered me.  

06-00:05:49 

Handy While I did not know Mayor Brown personally, I had worked with some of 
his staff in the years he was speaker of the Assembly and I was dean of 
students at Los Angeles Harbor College. He was a very good friend to higher 
education, so most of us in higher education really liked him. I may have met 
him in events leading up to the bond campaign but the first significant 
meeting I had with the mayor was an example of the connectivity I mentioned. 
And here I am talking more about systems than about people. 

Negotiations between the college and its unionized support staff had reached a 
point where college staff were threatening to strike. The mayor’s office called 
and said Mayor Brown would like to meet with me about the collective 
bargaining impasse. No, impasse is a technical word in collective bargaining. 

Crawford: Stalemate? 

06-00:06:44 

Handy: Stalemate, yes, that’s a better word. Let’s assume the call came on Monday. 
The caller said the mayor wanted to see me in his office on Wednesday, and 
wanted me to bring three of my trustees with me. For reasons I won’t go into 
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here, I took two trustees – the board president and one other trustee. I met 
with the two trustees and made it clear ahead of time that I did not plan to 
negotiate about salary and benefits in the meeting with the mayor. The 
established process for negotiations was the union team and the district team 
negotiated and made their recommendations to the chancellor. My plan was to 
wait for the recommendations.  

When I walked into the mayor’s office, I saw what appeared to be my budget 
book laid out on the desk, with markings and clipped pages. Work table, not 
his desk - on a work table with union officials present. The college budget was 
a public document. Anyone could request a copy of it, but it surprised me to 
see the mayor and representatives of the union discussing the college budget 
ahead of my arrival.  

The mayor said I had a serious problem and I needed to get it resolved. He 
said he had looked at my budget, and could see I had a certain amount of 
discretionary money here and a certain amount of discretionary there, and so 
on until he reached the dollar amount I assumed he and the union agreed the 
college should spend. He concluded by saying he thought I should be able to 
resolve it. He said that in front of the union people.  

I said the mayor knew this as well as anyone, the college general operating 
budget did not come from the city and county; it came from the state. I said I 
did not see how the college could match what the city and county had given 
its employees. The college and the union each had a negotiating team and the 
agreement was that the two teams would bargain in good faith with each 
other. When they reached agreement they would present their 
recommendations to me. I said I would take any suggestions back to my team 
and wait for a recommendation from them. The mayor said that would be fine.  

So that was it. To put some context around it, the mayor was a masterful 
politician. To be fair, in the meeting he never tried to direct me to do anything 
specific. He never said, “You give this amount of money” or “You give these 
benefits.” It was more like what I call political dancing. We are in this room 
together and we are saying things we have to say because we have 
constituents there, and we are trying to show we are being responsive to them. 
That is how I looked at where the mayor was.  

I worked for the board of trustees of the City College. I never recommended 
to them that they spend money they did not have or that I did not see any way 
of getting in the future. We are talking about not just a salary increase for the 
current year; we are talking about salaries in perpetuity – like forever. So we 
both did the political dance.  

Crawford: What was the result of that meeting? 
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06-00:10:25 

Handy: Well, the result of it was nothing. 

Crawford: The money wasn’t there. 

06-00:10:29 

Handy: My recollection is the money was not there. Even if the money was there, the 
mayor did not have the authority to tell me how to spend it. While I was 
legally a department head in the city and county of San Francisco, I did not 
work for the city and county. The San Francisco Community College District 
was a legal district like the city and county of San Francisco was a legal 
district; neither district had authority over the other. Did the mayor have 
influence? Yes, far more than the mayor in other communities. Did he have 
the legal authority to direct the affairs of the college district? No. That was my 
interpretation of the relationship between the two districts and I believe that 
was his understanding as well. 

Crawford: Did you get back to him about that meeting, in any specific way? 

06-00:10:59 

Handy: Not formally. When I left the meeting I felt he was fine and I was fine. We 
both knew what it meant. 

Crawford: And he knew that you knew what it meant. 

06-00:11:26 

Handy: He knew that I knew. [laughter] I could not have gotten to where I was 
without knowing you cannot let someone who is heading one district, and I 
am heading another district, tell me how to spend money. We were doing a 
dance but we both knew what the dance was. 

 There was another dance, maybe a month or two later about the same issue, 
college support staff demanding the same salary and benefits as the City and 
County. The staff union had taken a vote to strike and I was in the provost’s 
office discussing contingency plans with the senior administrators. One of my 
assistants entered and said the mayor was leading a noisy demonstration on 
campus. I did not believe it and told her to go back and look again and have 
others look to be sure. “Del, I’ve already done that, it’s him,” she said. She 
said there were reporters and cameramen both in front and following the 
demonstration.  

I had no advance notice the mayor would be on campus or even time to think 
about the implications of what I had just heard when the mayor knocked on 
the door. The assistant showed him in and I excused my staff. After some 
initial greetings, the mayor reiterated what a serious problem I had with an 
impending strike. He said he was concerned that if it I did not get it resolved 
soon other Locals could get involved. And soon, even BART and MUNI 
might get involved. He suggested I should get it resolved soon because he was 



99 

 

sure I did not want to have to go before television cameras and newspaper 
reporters to explain why BART and MUNI were on strike. Well, that got my 
attention because I was thinking, ME? Explaining why BART and MUNI 
were on strike? I had never even been on BART or MUNI! 

 I understood the mayor’s position. It would have been an enormous problem 
for both of us if the local and regional transportation systems went on strike. I 
did not want to begin the practice of negotiating with college employees based 
on what the City and County gave its employees. College operating funds 
came from the state and were based on student attendance which could change 
from year to year. If college staff wanted to strike because they wanted the 
same package as City and County employees, they had the right to do that; but 
I could not let that influence what I recommended to the board. I don’t 
remember how many days or the actual dates, but City College support staff 
went on strike over this issue.   

It would have been irresponsible for any public entity to bargain on the basis 
of what another entity did. I found this situation untenable and something that 
could not be changed without major legislative changes at the city, county, 
and possibly state levels of government. That was not something I wanted to 
do, and it was well beyond anything I had signed on to do as chancellor.  

Crawford: And he respected you in your position? 

06-00:12:05 

Handy: I had mixed feelings at the time. We both had a job to do and we were 
working within complex legal and political systems neither of us created. Yes, 
I thought there was mutual respect. I did not think he would have supported 
my many initiatives if he did not respect what I was doing as chancellor.  

On the other hand, I thought the mayor crossed a line when he led or 
participated in a demonstration on my campus. If I had been naïve enough to 
see this event as anything other than symbolism or political theater, or if I had 
given in to the political pressure it could have been a disaster for the college. 
How did I respond to it? I spoke to the mayor about it in a private phone 
conversation the next day. It happened. I took care of my business. The mayor 
took care of his business. I had plenty to do, I just moved on. That is how I 
felt about it.  

Nevertheless, this high stakes political drama would not have happened at any 
other community college in California because that level of connectivity of a 
college to municipal government did not exist elsewhere. I would be willing 
to bet I am the only college president in the country where the mayor of the 
city led or participated in a union demonstration on campus.  

Crawford: Let’s talk more about fundraising. That’s huge. What was it, $150 million? 



100 

 

06-00:12:13 

Handy: Yes. It was $150 million with a two-to-one split in favor of the Unified. Many 
people on campus, including some trustees, questioned the split. For a number 
of reasons I thought it was a fair split. The Unified had started the initiative--it 
was their idea and they had invested a great deal of time and effort in it. They 
invited us to join them and it was late in the process. In a previous joint 
project--I think it was a parcel tax--the two districts had done the two-to-one 
split so a precedent had been set. I was new in my job and the chief operating 
officer recommend the split. I agreed it was a fair deal and I stayed with that 
decision. And because no one at the college had ever run a bond campaign, I 
saw it as a good opportunity to get the experience we needed to run a separate 
bond campaign for the college in the future.  

Crawford: Were those campuses built in your tenure? 

06-00:15:07 

Handy: They were not built in my tenure. The decision that the new colleges would be 
built in communities of color was made on my watch. That decision was not 
unanimous among college constituents but that was my recommendation and 
it had the support of the mayor, Board of Supervisors, and the City College 
board of trustees. The sites were chosen on my watch and in one case I believe 
the land was purchased. In both cases there was legal action over land 
acquisition and use, but legal action was much more prolonged in the site for 
the Chinatown/North Beach campus.  

All things considered, I am very proud of what I accomplished at City 
College. Like all the colleges where I worked, I left them much better than I 
found them and that is my definition of success. 

Crawford: Well, you eventually retired. 

06-00:15:16 

Handy: I eventually retired  

Crawford:  I couldn’t possibly cover all the things on your résumé.  

06-00:15:21 

Handy: Oh, no. 

Crawford: You have to pick them out and tell me what the highlights have been. 

06-00:15:27 

Handy: Well, I will turn to my so-called retirement. Soon after I retired, I decided I 
wanted to learn more about the financial markets so I enrolled in a course on 
investing and became a day-trader for about a year. I got tired of getting up 
before daybreak every morning to see what events were moving the markets 
that day. I settled for long-term investing. After about three years I was done 
with even that and turned the proceeds over to my financial advisor. I had 
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learned enough to know I did not want to do that for very long. What did I get 
out of it? I could ask better questions of my financial advisor.  

In the first year of retirement I was recruited to be a headhunter for the 
Association of Community College Trustees (ACCT) in Washington DC. I 
recruited presidents and chancellors. It was part-time and I could take on as 
much or as little work as I wanted. I did three or four searches a year, mostly 
in California and two in Washington State. 

In my second year of retirement I was recruited to be the founding strategic 
planning officer for a high-tech start-up in Florida. It was a family-owned, 
privately-held company designed to run information technology for the 
community college market nation-wide. A college, instead of managing its 
own information technology would contract with us, and we would do either 
one of two things. In Model A (sole source), we resided at your college as 
your chief information technology officer with our own employees. We could 
be hired on Monday this week, and Monday next week we would have a full-
blown staff of people on your campus, and we would run your IT. Some 
colleges favored Model A because they saved money by not having the 
expense of employee benefits, recruiting, hiring, turnover, etc.  

In Model B (co-source) we would occupy the chief information technology 
management position at your college; you would have your own IT employees 
and we would supervise them. Many colleges preferred Model B because they 
had unionized employees they either had to keep or wanted to keep. In Model 
B we would work ourselves out of business and that would take about three to 
five years depending on how well the system was performing when we 
arrived. You could either retain us after that or, if you did not want to retain 
us,” nice handshake, we’re done, we’ve brought your system and your people 
up to best practices, we’ve made our money and we’re gone. Call us if you 
need us in the future.” 

In both models the goal was to bring information technology operations and 
employees up to best practices as defined by NACUBO, the National 
Association of College and University Business Officers. 

A mutual friend, who happened by chance to meet the person who was 
starting the company said, “If you really want to get that off the ground, you 
should call Del Anderson in California. She just retired. She has been retired 
less than a year. I bet she is bored to death right now.”  

So the start-up guy called and came to San Francisco and we talked it over. I 
asked him, “How many employees do you have?” He said, “We have one 
employee. We have hired our technology person. You would be employee 
number two.” So I said, “What would my title be?” He said, “Anything you 
want. Pick any title you like.” I said, “I will call myself vice-president for 
strategic planning.” He said, “Would you want an office? If you need an 
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office the owner will come out next week and meet with you, and he’ll give 
you a letter of credit for whatever you need to get a business up and running.” 
The owner came to my home, we talked for a couple of hours, and he handed 
me a letter of credit for $5 million.  

So then I thought, wow, I really do have to go to work now. I worked as a 
full-time employee for two years. I told them from the beginning, “I don’t 
want to be an executive again. I will help you get it off the ground and then 
after that we can talk again.” 

Crawford: Were you in Florida? 

06-00:19:29 

Handy: No, I had a home office. I thought I would see how fast I could make it grow 
before opening an office. So for the two years, I found home office worked 
very well, because most of the work was phone calls and travel. 

After that, I recruited the same person who had recruited me to take the senior 
leadership position in the company and I went back to my so-called 
retirement. The company now has over one hundred employees as consultants 
and works in community colleges all over the country. 

Crawford: You’re still on several boards. I am interested in your work on the Jazz Center 
board. Could you talk about that? 

06-00:21:28 

Handy: Yes, that was very exciting. How I got on the board of SF JAZZ--before I 
went on the board of SFJAZZ, I had been on several boards--Chamber of 
Commerce, World Affairs Council, Resource Center for the United Nations, 
and Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco. I was on the board of the Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco for nine years, until I termed out. That was another 
wonderful experience. I am still affiliated with them--I have been on the 
Education Committee for eighteen years. I was on the board when the old de 
Young was closed in 2000 after earthquake damage, and when the new de 
Young opened in October of 2005. I am proud to have my name on the 
building as one of the founding trustees of the new building 

I was on the Fine Arts board at the same time as another trustee who was part 
of the San Francisco Chronicle family. We termed off the board at the same 
time. I saw him somewhere socially and asked what he was doing. He said he 
was on the board of SF JAZZ and asked me if I was interested and he 
nominated me. I was elected to the board of SFJAZZ in 2006 and served until 
I termed out in 2015. I was elected as vice-president of the board for my last 
three years, 2012-15.  

After being on the board for maybe six years, one of our trustees was part of a 
family that gave SFJAZZ $20 million to start a process to build the SFJAZZ 
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Center in San Francisco. It would become the first building in the country 
built just for jazz, and for the jazz audience and the jazz performer. 

Crawford: Who was the donor? Do you want to say? 

06-00:23:07 

Handy: How shall I do this? It is complicated. One of our trustees, a great friend of 
jazz, secured the lead donation along with Randall Kline. The Robert N. 
Miner Auditorium was named for Silicon Valley entrepreneur who was head 
of the family. 

Crawford:  It’s all right then. 

06-00:23:55 

Handy: I think it is publicly known now, but at the time before the naming, it was not 
publicly known. 

Crawford: Was that enough to cover the project? 

06-00:24:04 

Handy: No. It was a lead donation. The building cost, in round numbers, $64 million. 
So we had to raise $40 million, in round numbers.  

Crawford: Was that mostly foundation funding? 

06-00:24:24 

Handy: No, it was largely private donations. San Francisco is a very rich city and it is 
a very generous place for the cultural arts and education. Was it hard? Yes and 
no. Yes, because you had to keep asking people for money, but no, because 
people in San Francisco are far more generous than most other places, for the 
cultural arts. Randall Kline and Robert Mailer Anderson would be the best 
people to comment on how hard it was to raise the money. 

 It was also a very heavy lift for a relatively small staff. The board brought on 
a chief operating officer, Felice Swapp, who oversaw the logistics of 
constructing the building. I don’t think we would have gotten it done as 
quickly as we did without her. Women also played other leading roles. The 
lead persons for the building at the construction company and at SFJAZZ 
were women. The board president during this phase was a woman, Srinija 
Srinivasan. We had a fair amount of turnover--I think we ground up a few 
people in the process.  

 In 2012, I was elected vice-president of the board and took on more of a 
leadership role as we moved toward opening the building in 2013. 

Crawford: Did you find Silicon Valley generous? 
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06-00:25:08 

Handy: Not in the same way, because at the time when I was there, 1990 to 1995, it 
was relatively new money. I found new money behaved differently from old 
money. San Francisco had both old and new money. New money was not sure 
it was ready to make a leap. Old money was around long enough that they 
knew they were going to give somewhere--the symphony, the opera, the 
ballet, or other cultural arts. If some upstart over here is coming along and 
they are doing culturally interesting things, they are likely to help out there, 
too.  

But, yes, I did receive some funding and donations of equipment in San Jose. 
It was relatively small compared to San Francisco but I put more effort into it 
in San Francisco.  

When I was hired at City College, it was often touted that seven of ten people in 
San Francisco had taken at least one class at City College. I did not think the 
college had leveraged that influence to get support for needed improvements. As a 
new face of the college, I thought it important to try to change that. I also knew I 
would have to do fund-raising. And I knew San Francisco was a rich city but 
faculty were teaching mostly in forty- to eighty-year-old leased buildings. I made 
time to serve on boards where I could find out where influence and money were in 
San Francisco--old money, new money, emerging money, international money. 
The first board I was invited to serve on in San Francisco was the board of the 
Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco which included the de Young Museum and 
the Palace of the Legion of Honor. I was nominated by an African-American 
woman on the board, Mrs. Frankie Gillette in 1997. One of the highlights of my 
tenure on the board was being part of the committee that oversaw the exhibit, Art 
of the Harlem Renaissance. The art, literature, and music of the Harlem 
Renaissance are breathtaking cultural expressions. The exhibits broke all prior 
attendance records of the museum.  

I said yes to the Fine Arts Museums because I thought most likely that is where 
the old money and influence were. I said yes to the Chamber of Commerce 
because I thought that was where new and emerging influence and money might 
be. I said yes to the World Affairs Council and the United Nations’ Resource 
Center because I thought with San Francisco being an important international city, 
with a large and influential Chinese-American population, maybe that is where I’d 
find international support. 

It was time-consuming and it was a challenge, but some people are better at it 
than others. I was not very good at that kind of fundraising. Most of the 
fundraising I had done was in the public arena; writing grants, getting money 
from foundations, bond measures, etc. It was more public. So I cannot say I 
was a great asset in that regard, but I was certainly enthusiastic and engaged in 
it throughout. It was a great experience. 

Crawford: A great thing.  
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06-00:26:49 

Handy: To be able to say I was part of an initiative that built a home for jazz and have 
my name inscribed as one of the founding trustees--it doesn’t get much better 
than that. 

Crawford: Do you think the Jazz Center affected Yoshi’s closure? 

06-00:27:27 

Handy: Yes and no. I thought they were in trouble before SFJAZZ decided to build. I 
thought from the beginning it was a business decision where they went into 
competition with themselves. They had a very successful Yoshi’s in Oakland. 
Why would they build another Yoshi’s right across the bridge? 

Crawford: To make the Fillmore come back. 

06-00:27:56 

Handy: I believe SFJAZZ has affected all of the small jazz venues in the Bay Area, 
because we can do things on economies of scale that smaller venues cannot 
do.  

One of the things I tried to champion at SFJAZZ—and to some extent, I was 
successful—was that okay, we are the big dog in town, it is incumbent on us 
to try to help small organizations stay alive, to help them by doing things 
jointly with them, consulting with them; and with us taking the initiative to do 
that rather than waiting for them or ignoring them.  

I led the effort to build several partnerships—one with the Oakland School of 
the Arts, public schools in Oakland such as Skyline High School, and Oakland 
Technical High School, and the Oakland Public Conservatory of Music. We 
have much better relationships with the Jazz School in Berkeley. When the 
Jazz School applied to become an accredited degree-granting institution, I was 
a consultant to the director and helped secure accreditation on their first 
application. I don’t know what we are doing with Yoshi’s. I know some of our 
employees went to work there. I will say that I think we have better 
relationships with the other jazz venues around the Bay Area as a direct result 
of my tenure on the board. I also led an effort to insure our education 
programs represented the racial, ethnic, and gender diversity of the Bay Area. 
When I joined the board our high school all-star band was mostly all-white. I 
was chair of the education committee and I led the effort to diversify the band 
and included maintaining diversity as part of the strategic plan. 

Crawford: How is your time allotted now? You have such a list of so-called retirement 
activities. 

06-00:29:55 

Handy: Right. I don’t know. Gosh. I am winding down, though. I will be termed off 
the board of SFJAZZ in June, and I have made the decision that I am not 
going on any other boards. I am enjoying being at home.  
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SFJAZZ was quite time-consuming, especially after we made the decision to 
build, because I was elected as vice-president of the board at that time. My 
colleague Ben Hudson was elected to be board president, and he traveled a 
fair amount. He volunteered to be the non-paid chief executive of SFJAZZ for 
a year or more while we transitioned to the new building, so the two directors 
could devote themselves to getting the building up and running. When he was 
absent I acted in his place. It was very generous of him and it probably helped 
us open the building sooner. And I was happy to do whatever I could to help. 

Crawford: Who was responsible for the Saturday family matinees?  

Handy: Those are so wonderful. The person who is responsible for the education 
program is Rebecca Mauleón. She is also a wonderful performing pianist and 
an expert on Afro-Cuban music  

Crawford: Are you intending to do any writing about all of this? 

06-00:33:37 

Handy: I am. I am writing a memoir. I would say I am about 98 percent done. I am 
near the end of the first draft. It is close enough that I am getting scared. 

Crawford: You’re going to send it out? 

06-00:34:05 

Handy: I am going to have it read by a professional storyteller to tell me if there a real 
story here. I have a writing coach, who is on standby, waiting for me to get 
past that part. I don’t know what I am going to do after that. I try not to get 
ahead of myself. But once I can say it can leave the house and it can stand on 
its own, I am happy to let go of it. I think that’ll be soon. 

Crawford:  I think there’s a real story there. 

06-00:34:41 

Handy: It feels like there is a real story there, but I want a real storyteller to tell me 
that there is a real story there. 

Crawford: Okay, very good. That’s a good place for us to stop. Thank you very much, 
Del. 

[End of Interview] 

 


