	Christine Oravec #1341

UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-MADISON ARCHIVES
ORAL HISTORY PROGRAM

Interview #1341
ORAVEC, CHRISTINE “CHRIS” L.


ORAVEC, CHRISTINE “CHRIS” L. (1950-)
Graduate Student (first in English and then Communications) 
At UW: 1971-1977

Interviewed: 	2013 (1 session)
Interviewer: 	Troy Reeves
Index by: 	Troy Reeves
Length: 	48 minutes

Abstract: In her May 2013 with Troy Reeves, Christine “Chris” Oravec detailed, primarily, her graduate school experience at UW-Madison. She spoke of the time period between the 1960s and 1970s and following topics: Lawrence University; UW-Madison; Teaching Assistants Association (TAA); Vietnam Era Student Protests; Salt Lake City, Utah. This interview was conducted for inclusion into the UW-Madison Oral History Program, specifically within the Sterling Hall Bombing/Wisconsin Story Project collaboration.
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First Interview Session (December 12, 2006): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction/General Chit-chat

00:01:30	Question: Why UW-Madison? Answer: Christine Oravec (CO) attended under-graduate both in IL (North Park College) and WI (Lawrence University in the late 1960s/early 1970s. She wanted to go to graduate school and wanted to stay in Wisconsin, so UW-Madison became the logical choice. 

00:02:56	Question: Families anti-war activities? Answer: CO wanted to call these activities “anti-draft.” Then, she then spoke to how her grandfather and father both argued against sending men to war. She focused on her father, who became a fugitive from 1941 to 1944; he eventually was captured by the FBI and spent some time in a federal prison in a Minnesota. There, he met (or reconnected) with others who choose to fight their draft notice. 

00:05:42	Question: Involved in protests, pre-UW-Madison? Answer: Growing up and going to two-years of college in Chicago, CO saw a lot of the late 1960s events, including a city-wide curfew after Dr. King’s assassination and the riots at the 1968 Democratic National Convention. She talked about listening to William Stringfellow; he gave her a rationale for anti-war ideas. She then described her time at Lawrence, including going on a general campus strike in the aftermath of the killings at Kent State. 

00:09:22	Question: Knowledge of Sterling Hall Bombing, prior to attending UW-Madison? Answer: CO arrived on campus the summer of 1971; soon after arriving, she met her current husband, Joe. Sometime that first academic year, Joe took her to see Sterling Hall. It showed her the physical remnant of protest violence and led her to become involved. 

00:11:11	Question: CO’s involvement in UW-Madison protests? Answer: CO noted that speci-fic protests have blurred in her mind over the course of 40 years. She did know that lots of them occurred during her first few years on campus. She told one anecdote: She spent an evening at the Union Terrace, which included watching military vehicles and soldiers. Seeing them arrive on a beautiful night, led CO to watch them with “glazed amazement” and to leave the Terrace to avoid being involved.

00:13:06	[No question] CO discussed her initial fear and withdrawal from protest movements, valuing her safety. She and Joe both lived in graduate student dorms in Witte Hall, whose upper floors provided a vantage point to safely watch protests on State Street. She detailed one particular protest which phalanx of police broke up by brutally pushing students from their area. Witte’s 1st floor served as a triage center for hurt students. Being in Witte Hall and seeing what she saw created a powerful impression on CO; she said it led to find no room here for civic engagement on Vietnam.

00:16:58	[No question] She suggested that seeing protest in this way radicalized her. Since she came here after Sterling Hall Bombing and knew nothing about Robert Fassnacht or his family, she began to sympathize with the bombers. When asked if she recalled hearing about Karl Armstrong’s capture and eventual extradition, she noted nothing specifically about those events. She did recall people lighting bonfires on State Street and reminded the interview that those occurred while the street still functioned as a vehicle thoroughfare. This led her to tell a story about eating at a Lebanese restaurant on State Street, where the owners let them leaving out the back door, because of the tear gas being used and infiltrating the front of the restaurant. 

00:21:06	Question: CO’s involvement with faculty? Answer: CO found out, after arriving, that relations between the TAA and faculty/administration had created a rift. She told the reason she heard for the reduction of English TAs on campus. Since she came in after these events, she focused her thoughts here on her own memories, including standing outside Vilas Hall and asking professors not to go inside, because of TAA labor actions. She said that the TAA saw faculty and administration as business based, wanting to turn TAs into the equivalent of punch cards. CO concluded here with an anecdote of wondering how a faculty member against the TAA could teach a class on the rhetoric of the American Revolution and not see the irony.

00:24:21	Question: CO’s involvement with the TAA? Answer: CO became active in the TAA but not immediately. She talked about getting to know a TA who was a strong unionizer and how CO’s friendship with her helped become political in this regard. She then spoke of TAA activities in 1973-74, focusing not on salary but on better conditions. It was during this time that CO learned the old union songs and took a training session, focusing on Saul Alinsky’s non-violent methods. 

00:27:52	Question: How long did she stay on Madison’s campus? Answer: Joe left in 1976 for a job in the Twin Cities. CO finished her course work and started her dissertation that academic year. CO was offered a teaching job at University of Utah for the 1977-78 academic year; Joe’s company had a factory in Salt Lake City, so he transferred there too. She noted that even though she had advocated for TA issues her faculty references must have come through, because she got a job in her academic field.

00:29:37	Question: The decline of war protests on Madison campus? Answer: In CO’s mind she thought they declined gradually as big issues got muddled and localized with university politics, teaching, and State Street as pedestrian mall. Political and cultural discussions became local and thus constrained. Plus, by 1974 the U.S. had pulled out of Vietnam, and people wanted to move on to other issues. She did note, however, that Madison still included pockets of anti-war, anti-government folks, which she glimpsed when she shopped at the Mifflin Street Co-op. Personally, she became involved in civic issues, such as gentrifying State Street with new mayor Paul Soglin. She concluded here with a brief summary of her anti-war activity at UW-Madison.

00:33:38	Question: How did being on campus during the Vietnam Era educate CO? Answer: She said being here was crucial to her civic development. Seeing troops on campus, especially watching from above in Witte Hall, could not help but change her and consolidate her future orientation—meaning she showed up in Salt Lake City to anti-war or labor protest. She reflected that without the Madison experience, she might have rebelled against her family’s anti-draft history. She said her family definitely wanted her to stay out of the protests. She concluded her with a return to her father’s 1940s experience, to her watching (on TV and online) the 2011 protests in Madison, and to the idea that her student experience forced her to see all sides of an issue.

00:37:45	Question: How did your experiences affect your teaching at the University of Utah? Answer: CO then talked about coming to Utah in 1977 felt like being “thrown back 20 years.” She used her classes, when appropriate, as a way to give her student access to the documents of the U.S. Civil Rights Movement, particularly the words of Martin Luther King, Jr, as well as 1960s/1970s feminism. She explained how she tried to make change within a conservative setting, including setting up panels with people of different points of view. 

00:41:01	Question: Final thoughts? Answer: She wanted the interviewer to know that, while not a leader who would have stood alone she was a good, loyal follower. She was not motivated to be involved because it was historic but because it was right.

00:42:45	[No question] Continuing to talk about her involvement in protest movements, she related it to a “continuing strain” of resistance to oppression in which her family historically, and she individually, played a part. She felt that if she had not played her part, having benefitted from her education, she would have been untrue to her family’s history of immigration and self-determination.  Concluding with the powerful connection between current immigration issues and the memory of her grandmother, she related feeling a responsibility to participate in anti-war protests, but in such a way that allowed her to pass on her experiences to others, a rather than “be left on the field of battle.”  

00:47:49	End of First Interview Session
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