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First Interview Session (June 1, 2012): Digital File

00:00:00  Start of Interview

00:00:07 Question: You said your job involves a lot of microphones. How would you describe your job? Answer: Talks about the mission of Goodwill, which has launched into other outlets, programs and groups such as Harmony Café and the American Indian Center. Organizing finance, talent, and capability. Bob talks about how this Goodwill is unique in its outreach to such groups, as Goodwill is normally simply an employment service for those with disabilities. Talks about being responsible for the growth of the next generation of leaders and mentoring as well as making decisions and planning initiatives for Goodwill outreach and leadership. Microphones are familiar because he sits in the first chair and is frequently interviewed.

00:01:50 Question: In terms of developing new leadership, what do you mean by that and what does that involve? Answer: Talking about the new development of social enterprise. Not people who run charities, but social enterprise merged with having a big heart. Different than the traditional charitable model of asking for money. Being more in control allows them to make more controversial decisions without losing funding. Taking the talents and enterprise to do good work in community. 

00:03:34 Question: Does some of your work relate to LGBTQ issues? Answer: Yes. “We Put People First”. Not “all except for these guys.” Talking about working with people who are not popular. Mentions that there are a number of LGBTQ-identified individuals on staff, which prompted them to provide domestic partner benefits, etc. Emphasizing that if Goodwill did not deal with LGBTQ issues they would not be being true to their mission statement. 

00:04:46 Question: What is this community like in terms of LGBTQ civil rights? Answer: Begins by defining the geographic span that Goodwill serves, which includes 35 counties of Wisconsin. Describes the Fox Cities as very conservative, but very progressive at the same time Goodwill works to help the community express what’s in its heart but not always articulated. There are a lot of people who don’t want to see anyone else get hurt, but that can be masked by their religious beliefs and a collection of other things. Goodwill has taken it upon themselves to create spaces like Harmony Café for people who disagree to have conversations about these issues in a rational way and learn and grow from these conversations. Also mentions the Thedacare Chats. This involved inviting community leaders, healthcare providers, student, and school leaders to be immersed in LGBTQ issues.  The result is that there is an effort on the part of the community to support these issues and pay more attention to them. Contrasts this with the John Birch Society, the headquarters of which are in Gran

00:07:38 [no question] Transitions to talking about the Board of Directors at Goodwill, who have allowed Goodwill to go where it needs to go in terms of LGBTQ Issues. Mentions that Goodwill has put on Gay Prom, and drag shows at Harmony Café. Although there are members of the board who are somewhat resistant, they understand that “this is not their fight’, and they have allowed for needed change. Mentions that some of them have revealed having an LGBTQ-identified person in their families or in their friend groups, which has often times changed their attitudes on Goodwill’s efforts with the LGBTQ community. Talks about how the community is changing and that Goodwill provides a safe space to do that.

00:09:09 Question: How long have you been working with Goodwill in this capacity? Answer: 21 years. Before that he was an executive for 20 years for the Association for Retarded Citizens Movement. Before that he was a teacher, and before that he was a “campus radical”, and before that he was involved in The Civil Rights Movement of the 60’s in Chicago, worked in Cabrini.

00:09:33 Question: Are you from the Fox Cities area? Answer: No. “I’m a Chicago kid.”

00:09:36 Question: How long have you been here? Answer:  He married a woman from WI when he was 23 and he’s been in the area ever since. He also spent 6 yeas in St. Petersburg, FL working for the Pinellas Association for Retarded Citizens Program. 

00:09:58 Question: How has Wisconsin or the Fox Cities changed since you have been here? Answer: When he first arrived it was “spooky” in relation to the lack of diversity when he arrived in the late 1960’s, early 1970’s. Describes the area as primarily a Northern European part of the world. Says that the only African American population that he could see there worked for the Packer organization, with the only other ethnic group being the Oneidas. Describes the area then as White, Catholic, and conservative. 

00:11:00 [no question] Transitions into talking about how the area has changed. Refers to the different food and culture exposure that is available. Cites the Multicultural Center in the area. Says that the community is now 17% non White. Talks about how Chicago did a lot of things wrong, giving examples such as Cabrini and the Robert Taylor homes. Because this area is an evolving community, there is an opportunity to be proactive and not reactive. Building community without creating barriers. 
00:12:16 Question: How has the affected the experience of LGBTQ community members over time? Answer: He things that this is the last frontier of human rights. He says that the LGBTQ community has waited a long time to receive attention and care. Compares it to the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. Explains that when he was growing up there was not open discussion about being gay, it was just something that was not talked about. He explains that what he thinks is happening now has to do with a generational effect. The older generation is having to think differently about LGBTQ issues, saying that their children and grandchildren are being open about their identities, and they are having to address that. Explains what he refers to as a “churn” that’s going on between those generations in which the younger generation is pushing the older generation to be more accepting. 

00:14:41 [no question] Transitions into talking about his activism with the marriage amendment in Wisconsin. He talks about leading the regional economic diversity committee for economic development, refers to celebrating Richard Florida and the idea that being an open and accepting community attracts the “best and the brightest”.  Talks about struggling to balance this with business interests and business leadership and moving beyond acceptance in just policies, but being more proactive about community acceptance of LGBTQ issues. Says that the amendment makes it uncomfortable for him to live in Wisconsin. Says the the federal government needs to step in in order for real change to happen, because the acceptance just isn’t there yet in Wisconsin. Says there is a “cultural incapacity to deal with gender issues and sexuality.”

00:16:49 Question: You mentioned when you were younger that this wasn’t something people talked about. When did you become more aware of LGBTQ rights? Answer: Adolescence. When he was becoming sexual, it was clear that there was a whole nother world, a subculture that was trying to survive. Explains that his nature is to want to care for people and make their lives comfortable. Explains that his work had previously been in disability and racial integration, and that he sees his work in LGBTQ rights as a “capstone fight.” Compares it to the 1960’s, saying that this is just another group of people who need to be loved and honored.

00:18:26 Question: Where did you go to college? Answer: First, he attented the university of Illinois , and did not enjoy that much. He liked “beer and guitars” at the time. He spent a year there, and then returned home to work for his father in a printing factory, followed by a stint at Kendall College in Illinois, where he got his associate degree. He then went on to attend University of Illinois Circle Campus, University of Chicago Roosevelt, and then finally graduating from North Park College in Chicago. The civil rights and Vietnam issues were going on during that time, in which he was involved.

00:19:50 Question: You mentioned that there were these other communities that were struggling. In what ways did they struggle or in what ways did they survive? Answer: Explaining the strategies such as bars and other “underground” spaces that they used to gather. Says there was very little radical activity going on. Mentions Christine Jorgensen, who was the first transgender person to appear in the late 1950’s, early 1960’s. This was followed by Renee Richards who was a trans woman that came out in the 70’s and became a tennis star. 

00:21:44 [no question] Pedersen begins to explain why he thinks that people are still not able to be their full selves and cites segregated children’s toys. Emphasizes that although there has been progression, even the youngest generation of children are being marketed toys and activities they are laden with gender norms. He thinks that the evolvement of this issue and the erasure of this will take several generations. Relates this to racial issues. He said he thought that the attitudes around race had changed but that all of the old sentiments he thought were gone surfaced again when Barack Obama became president. References the questioning of whether or not Obama was born in America, the cartoons, and general bad sentiments around race. Relates this to what happened in the USSR and how after years of suppression the same hatred rose to the surface again in terms of religious and social differences. Similar to the way the resurfacing of racial issues happened in the US with Obama’s election. Thinks it will take a long time before these issues will be close to being resolved. 

00:24:53 Question: Are there any incidents in this community that brings these issues to the forefront? Answer: References the multiple suicides of LGBTQ suicides in Kaukauna and bullying in school. Says that he thinks the community has been doing a pretty good job of coming together and looking for solutions.

00:25:32 Question: Where is Kaukauna? Answer: Explains that it’s in the northern part of the Fox Cities. Kaukauna is an industrial town driven by the paper industry. Very Catholic. Explains that for whatever reason that is where the suicides are concentrated.

00:26:15 Question: When these kids commit suicide, what has the community response been like? Answer: “We’re sad.” Explains that Harmony Café has been a meeting place for post-wake gatherings and that a lot of the kids that committed suicide were involved in the Harmony Café. Explains that it has been a place for people to talk about the suicides and participate in a healing process.

00:27:15 Question: What was the media response like? Answer: Explains that the media had done some pieces on bullying and has been pretty receptive to covering the stories. Says that there’s not a shared view on what caused the suicides; whether it was on the part of the school system or if it was the students bullying. Says there have been about 5 or 6 suicides.

00:28:15 Question: When was the first incident? Answer: “I’ve lost track.” Explains it’s been a blur.

00:28:28 Question: What about politicians? Has there been any political response? Answer; References Tim Hanna, the mayor of Appleton, who fought for domestic partner benefits. Explains that he had a lot of opposition. Toward Community is a group that awards a community member at an annual Martin Luther King event with the  McCarty La Chapelle Award, of which Tim Hanna was the most recent recipient because of his stance. Says the counties are still divided, but that there are many large corporations in the area working towards equality such as Kimberly Clark, Thedacare, Proctor & Gamble. However, says that the political community is quite polarized.

00:30:01 Question: You mentioned Harmony Café and you involvement with it. How did that start?  Answer: Talks about Shannon Kenevan, who worked with LGBTQ issues at the Boys and Girls Club, and  met with a group of students who wanted a safe space to congregate. After a trip to Madison with a student Kenevan went to Goodwill to begin conversation about such a space. Pedersen agreed and the two sought out different temporary spaces around town for LGBTQ students to meet, before deciding to get their own space, which became Harmony Café. It was started around 6 or 8 years ago, and had a permanent space a few years later. From there the organization grew and the café held events, started Gay Straight Associations in high schools. Contrasts Appleton with Green Bay when talking about opening a Harmony Café there. Says the political climate in Green Bay was more conservative still. They took their time getting the community accustomed to the idea of having a space in their community, which took about a year. There was a breakfast at which many prominent community leaders were present in Green Bay where they discussed the need for a safe space and the community seems to have warmed up to its presence. 

00:34:31 Question: Were there any challenges? Answer: “Patience.” Explains that it was hard to explain to the young people who really needed this space in the community that it was not going to happen overnight. It was important not to move too fast, and to warm up the community slowly, which he says helped to avoid future obstacles they might have had, had they been more ambitious.

00:35:43 Question: Has the community in general been very supportive and responsive? Answer: Yes.

00:35: 48 Question: Have you met any sort of conflict or resistance? Answer: He explains that he gets an occasional email or phone call, namely one from the mayor’s wife, who, after meeting with Pedersen became a proponent for the cause. Says that he feels that the community is prepared for any stronger opposition that might come. Talks about his position, and the fact that he has been able to do what he needs to do and is a trusted figure. Recalls getting a phone call while on vacation about handing condoms out at Gay Prom from one of the organizers involved, and whether or not that was a good idea. Talking about how this like this needed to happen slowly and that the community needed to see where Goodwill was coming from. Says the most controversial thing that Goodwill has done is put up a billboard that said “Drop your pants at Goodwill”, which riled some older women in the community. 

00:39:24	Question: If you had tried to open something like the Harmony Café twenty years ago what do you think would have been different? Answer: Pedersen states there was no chance of opening something like Harmony twenty years ago, while today there is a warming up with the repeal of Don’t Ask Don’t Tell (DADT) and bigger businesses offering domestic partnership benefits.  He remarks how Wisconsin was a progressive state for the time because it had been the first state to pass employment protections based on sexual orientation. He comments on how a cultural shift aided by the media and public policy to an extent has helped him do the work that he does with LGBTQ issues. He also describes better leadership today, at the federal level and executive branch, but not as much with the local politicians. 

00:40:52    Question: What incidents happened around the area that revealed people’s sentiments about LGBTQ rights? Answer: Pedersen doesn’t recall anything that made the press. He does recall a tolerance for homophobic language, specifically, in the beginning of an organization called Voices of Men.  He describes how the Voices of Men now has does training with the business community, with the understanding that domestic violence is perpetuated by using homophobic language. 

00:42:50   Question: When HIV/AIDS became a big issue in the 80s how did that play out in this area? Answer: Pedersen recalls how at first Wisconsin denied it was an issue until the “public health people” pushed for recognition of the issue.  

00:43:22	[no question] He remarks how the Regan administration did not address the HIV/AIDS issue and wondered if that was an effort to make gay people go away. He comments on how in the politics of the issue was underlying religious sentiment of, “This is God’s will.” He then relates how this sentiment was found especially in the conservative parts of Wisconsin.

00:44:03	[no question] Pedersen explains how when AIDS began to be thought about on a personal level a greater recognition and understanding began to happen. He remarks how HIV/AIDS was thought of as homosexual disease in the US, but the reality is that it’s a heterosexual disease.  He explains how this attitude is still present today. 

00:45:23	[no question] Pedersen expresses how Wisconsin is better off than other places who are denying sex education in high schools. However, he is worried with the current political climate how this may be changing. 
00:45:38	Question: So are they giving education in the high schools here about HIV/AIDS? Answer: Pedersen explains how the schools, Harmony, and public health people are giving education, but culturally people are not ready to talk about sexuality. 

00:46:21	Question: Is there anyone in your life who has had a big influence on your activism within LGBTQ civil rights? Answer: Pedersen did not have anyone in his immediate family that influenced him, but his friends that he hung-out with in Chicago did because he witnessed the struggle they had dealing with issues related to sexuality.  He comments on how he had a grandfather he believed to be gay, and how he had molested some of his grandchildren.  Pedersen goes on to explain how if folks who had offended in the past had the environment to be themselves they would probably not be offenders. 

00:49:01	[no question] Pedersen explains how he believes LGBTQ issues to be the last big issue in civil and human rights.  

00:49:09	Question: Are there particular organizations in the community that had been particularly active in advancing LGBTQ civil rights? Answer: Pedersen describes how the Appleton School System, ThedaCare, Goodwill have done a good job.  He goes on to say that big businesses, specifically Kimberly Clark, have done a fairly good job, but the community is still struggling with the issue. 

00:50:21	Question: So what has Kimberly Clark done? Answer: Pedersen explains how Kimberly Clark has affinity groups, a chief diversity officer, and understands its place as a global company.  He goes on to say how they company benefits from the business of LGBTQ consumers, and how they have leaders that understand people are still oppressed and need support as seen in the various affinity groups they have. 

00:51:42 	[no question] Pedersen gives Clorox as an example of a non-local business that is recognized as LGBTQ friendly and received an award from the trans community. 

00:52:03 	Question: What is ThedaCare and what do they do in relation to LGBTQ issues? Answer: Pedersen explains how ThedaCare is a large employer in the community thatthat runs a lot of health care centers and clinics around the area.  He goes on to say that ThedaCare attempts to provide competent healthcare for everyone. 

00:52:32	[no question] Pedersen recalls how ThedaCare used to employ Dr. Schrang who performed sex reassignment surgeries.  He explains how this was the place people went to have reassignment surgery and how Dr. Schrang tried to teach other surgeons, but was unsuccessful, so today people go to Colorado. 

00:53:34	Question: What about the Appleton School District? Answer:  Pedersen said that West has a background working with diverse students, and East is continuously working towards creating a safe environment. He also recalls having a chat with students who expressed they did not feel, “like it was happening there yet,” which Pedersen attributes to the divide between what the administration attempts to do and how students act. Follow Up: Is there a moment where they started doing that? Answer: Pedersen attributes a shift in racial demographics and work by Dr. Tom Scullen. He states how a big issue within the school system in general is how to integrate kids with disabilities. 

00:56:20	Question: Are there openly trans or genderqueer people in the community?  Answer: Pedersen says there are, “a handful,” of trans/genderqueer people. He said that his organization employs three transgender people and that the building he works out of is changing all their bathrooms to, “unisex bathrooms.”  He also recalls an incident happening where, ”a well intended store leader” did not handle a situation very well. Pedersen mentions a woman at Lawrence who has a trans spouse and who wrote a book, My Husband Betty. He explains this trans woman spoke at the, “chat group.”  He also describes an incident that made the press about someone who demanded to use the woman’s bathroom, “which caused the bartenders some issues.” He goes on to say that transgender and genderqueer issues are, “the last bastion.”  Follow Up: Could you describe a little bit more about the incident in the bar? Answer: Pedersen recalls how a transgender person tried to use the women’s bathroom in a bar, “and someone got really irate about that and the bar basically threw her out and said until you’re ready to go into the right bathroom you can’t come in.” Pedersen went on to say how the trans woman ended up suing.  He also states that the area “isn’t a hotbed of transgender culture.”  Pedersen mentions a Goodwill program in San Francisco that opened a transgender boutique in the Castro District. He attributes the, “higher elevation of the issue, because there’s a higher population density of people who are transgendered.”  He contrasts this to the community here saying, “It just has not surfaced here yet.”  He goes on to say that, “politeness” of people here factors in and uses the example of how the Lawrence Professor with a trans spouse, “evokes all the polite stuff.” Follow Up: The professor’s husband transitioned to a woman? Answer: “Yes.”  

1:00:20	Question: Do you know what ultimately happened to the trans woman who was at the bar? Answer: Pedersen says, “the city sort of came in and the legal guys came in and as I understand it, it was finally resolved.” Follow Up: Did you get a sense of what the community response was to that? Answer: Pedersen doesn’t recall the community response, but remembers, “it was a hassle for people here.” He goes on to say that, “there’s an element in our community that longs for the good old days.”  He describes the good old days as, “Appleton used to be a place where you could leave your keys in your car, and not lock your front door, and not bump into anybody that was different from you.” He explains how the older leadership still desires for that, “but that time has long past.” He ties this to the response of the community to the incident saying that it was, “a variable response.” He also states that people hold the sentiment that that’s the, “greatest perversion.” Follow Up: Do you remember when that happened? Answer: “A couple years ago.”

1:02:11	Question: What has been the history of gay marriages, gay partnerships, or gay couples in this community? Answer: Pedersen says how, “There are a group of clergy people who would do commitment ceremonies and outside of the legal context of marriages would marry people.” Pedersen says this has been going on for, “a good long time.” Pedersen says that John McFadden who was the chair of their board was one such person who performed these ceremonies. He also says that Dotty Matthews who is the Corporate Chaplain of the organization and the Associate Pastor at the Universalist Unitarian Fellowship, “performed a lot of commitment ceremonies and is openly lesbian.” Pedersen also states how these marriages are not legally recognized in Wisconsin. 

1:04:06	Question: How have you experienced being an advocate for LGBT issues? Answer: Pedersen explains how there are people who “honor the work he is doing.” He recalls how the marriage amendment happened around the time Day of Silence and Night of Noise was happening also.  He describes the mixed reactions of when he passed out cards explaining why he wasn’t talking and the later celebration in downtown Appleton and debriefing of participating in the event. He goes on to say that he gets “cut a lot of slack” by people because he is, “a competent, capable, community leader so, “they permit me to present a little differently and be present in all the leadership activities in the community.” He explains how he gave all his, “suits, ties, shirts to Goodwill and kind of said never again” as an effort to remain “authentic to this work.”  Pedersen describes the position his is in right now to be privileged. 

1:07:45	Question: If you were not in a privileged position would this be different? Answer: “Yes, no question.” Follow Up: In what ways? Answer: Pedersen describes an incident where some young men who were calling him a, “faggot” shot him in the back with a bb gun or a pellet gun. He goes on to say that, “I live in a place where because of my rank and privilege I’m permitted in certain circles of society to just kind of be a part of the world, but there are other places in this community where the hatred still lurks and the darkness still happens where they don’t’ know who I am.”  These places are where Pedersen states, “people take a shot at me.” Follow Up: Are there parts of town where these incidents occur? Answer: “This was right on College Avenue.” He goes on to say that there are no, “tough parts of town like Chicago…but the human behaviors exist here.” 

1:09:58	Question: In what LGBTQ issues have you seen the most change in your community? Answer: Pedersen explains how from his observations that lesbian women, “are doing really well here,” while “gay community leaders are not doing nearly as well but are doing ok…bisexual people…there not even visible because they work the world differently,” and “transgender people there’s still a long long way to go.”  Pedersen says that people are aware there are LGBTQ leaders that do great work and are respected. He then goes on to say how a gay prom could not have happened ten years ago and the fact that, “A Goodwill organization, a charity, holds a drag queen night is huge.” Follow Up: Do you have any examples of lesbian community leaders? Answer: Pedersen says that Dotty Matthews, a senior vice present at Kimberly Clark are good examples of people who are, “held with high regard around their competence and not their sexual orientation.” 

1:12:33	Question: Are there any LGBTQ issues where you expect to see the least amount of changes? Answer: Pedersen believes the transgender issue will undergo the least amount of changes. He says that as the fear breaks down around what people really want to wear he expects there to be a, “sticky place” surrounding that. Follow Up: What sort of strategies will be useful? Answer: Pedersen comments on his frustration and disappoint in how more gay people weren’t engaged in the effort to work against the marriage amendment. He goes to say how growing-up in the Civil Rights Movement he saw public figures like Martin Luther King Jr. and the Reverend Jessie Jackson, but “the average gay and lesbian person doesn’t engage in their own civil rights very well.” He believes getting people involved is one of the “obstacles” in this community. Follow-Up: Do you have any idea why that might be happening? Answer:  Pedersen expresses how he feels people are still afraid and that, “there’s not the same type of critical mass as the Civil Rights Movement.” He says how allies, “step-in” to make the crowd bigger, but it’s still small. 

01:15:43	Question: Is there a pride parade here? Answer: Pedersen remarks how there’s a pride parade in Green Bay, but not in Appleton. Follow-Up: How long has that been going on? Answer: He says the event has been going on for, “two years maybe five.” Follow Up: Have you been to those? Answer: Pedersen recalls going to pride events. Follow Up: What are those like? Answer: Pedersen describes pride events as, “happy” and “healthy.” 

01:16:17	[no question] Pedersen talked about how the, “stereotypical behavior” seen in pride parades is “off-putting” to “general population.” He goes on to say how it is important for, “people who are just leading lives” to “be present.” He describes the image that the community is getting as, “the image that comes pumping out of the gay pride parade experience and that’s what scares them.”  He then explains how stereotypes are what is driving the, “public perception of the movement and not ordinary people who are just trying to go about their lives.”  He identifies the people who don’t want to come out in the movement as the ones that should be coming out, but don’t because, “they just don’t want the hassle.” 

01:18:08	Question: Have there been gay and lesbian couples able to adopt children? Answer: Pedersen says Aaron Sharon, a board member from Oshkosh, and his partner have adopted two boys. Follow Up:  How has the community reacted to gay and lesbian parents? Answer: Pedersen believes there has been a positive response. He remarks how, “this is a polite community,” which means that people will not confront each other but rather, “avoid the conversation and move on.” 

 
Xx:xx:xx	End of First Interview Session



End of Oral History #XXX
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