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Tape 1, Side 1 
1981 February 20 

 
 

LB: Commissioner McCoy, where were you born and raised? 

 

MCCOY: I was born in Atlanta, Georgia, but left the area, I am told, when I was still very 

tiny, like six months. My childhood was in Chattanooga, Tennessee. I did visit my birthplace 

often while I was a youngster. My father's family lived there. My father is one of 18 children, 

so there were a number of brothers and sisters who remained in the area. My mother was 

an only child so that  the only uncles and aunts were on my father's side. They lived on a 

farm, and it was certainly an exciting time to look forward to going in the summertime out 

in the wide open spaces where nobody wore shoes and you ate food that was raised on 

the farm. The meat was raised; the milk came from the cows. As a matter of fact, you could 

look back on those days and call them the “good old days” except that by comparison they 

were pretty dire by today's standards. People felt satisfied, because one, they were self-

sufficient — they did not have to depend on anybody for survival. People did work at a 

number of different kinds of things; I don't remember what the uncles and aunts did, but 

there were always lots of people at home. 

It was just a child's paradise — to know that I could go there and run free and really 

enjoy the sunshine and the land. I think I did not realize at the time how important it was to 

have freedom to roam the land. Now, as we're getting more and more pushed in and 
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crowded, those days seem like really wonderful times. I'm wishing that my own children 

would have had that kind of environment to remember, but they never will because we 

don't have that kind of environment to send them to. 

 

LB: How many children were in your family? 

 

MCCOY: In my immediate family, we had seven young adults. I make a point of saying 

young adults, because they don't wish to be called children any more. There are four young 

ladies, and three young men. 

 

LB: Let's get back to your own family later on. How many were in the family you came 

from in Chattanooga? 

 

MCCOY: My original family was a family of four. I was an only girl with three brothers. 

 

LB: What kind of work did your parents do? 

 

MCCOY: My father died when I was seven. The only thing that I ever knew that he did 

was [to work] as a mechanic, and whether he was really a mechanic I'm not sure, but he 

did take care of the trucks in a bakery. For all the time that I can remember him, he worked 

in a bakery.  

It was a very pleasant memory because even during the very difficult years 

immediately following the Depression, we always had the luxury items from the bakery 

because it was just part of the job. I will never forget the rainbow bread.  People who were 

into entertaining would make hors d’oeuvres and rainbow sandwiches' because you could 

buy bread that had color in it.  Here we were, really as poor as our neighbors, but we 

always had this fancy bread. There were the cinnamon rolls, and the cakes, and the rolls, 

and all these things that were unique because people were certainly not buying those 

things — but it came with the job.  
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The really fascinating thing is that when my brother was old enough to work, he 

joined my father in the bakery and at age 16 he started to work with him. Aside from about 

three and a half, maybe four years that he served in the armed forces, he has never had 

another job. My brother still lives in Chattanooga; he still works at that same bakery. Isn't 

that interesting? Speaking of stability! 

 

LB: Did your mother ever work? 

 

MCCOY: My mother worked. In my early years of remembering, she did not work 

before my father died, but after he died she kept the family together and worked for a very 

short time in that bakery in the restaurant. She was a cook, so she worked in a number of 

restaurants, and even that has some interesting memories.  

For instance, Friday afternoon, even though we were not Catholic, Friday was a fish 

day; it was part of the culture. Friday was fish. If we did not have fish, we had peanut butter 

and banana sandwiches which was just absolutely delightful. I remember, we always had 

this bread coming in and so we could do things with sandwiches. 

At the place that she worked, there was a banana warehouse where they brought 

the bananas to ripen. It was connected with this restaurant where she cooked, and they 

always got bananas. Banana sandwiches are my very favorite, even today. They're made 

with bread, mayonnaise, peanut butter, bananas, and a sprinkling of sugar. 

 

LB: Where did you attend school? 

 

MCCOY: I grew up in Chattanooga, Tennessee, where my family migrated from 

Georgia, and I went to school in Chattanooga. I did not leave Chattanooga until I went 

away to college. All of my early days were spent in a relatively circumscribed area of the 

town, because – you may or may not be aware that it was a segregated South when I lived 

there, and there were distinct geographic areas where people lived, and never the twain 

shall meet. The only time we went into the area that was reserved for white people was for 
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service purposes. If you went there, and I used to babysit, it still amazes me that people 

could have such negative feelings about us as black folks, and yet would trust their most 

prized possessions with us. That has been the way it was traditionally in the South, so that 

when I was old enough to earn money, I babysat for people. People were always very nice, 

but it was a relationship, a separate and apart relationship, a servant and a master kind of 

relationship, that was simply part of it. It was perhaps the only opportunity that you had to 

know that there were other sections of the city besides the section in which you lived, 

because you always went to the same church, and you always went to the same school, 

regardless of where you lived. 

Chattanooga is about the same size as Portland, perhaps a little bit smaller, and 

there were pockets of black residents so that there were at least three areas in which you 

would find schools. There would be possibly one high school and two or three grade 

schools that would feed into one high school. If you happened to move into one of those 

pockets, you would go to a different school, but you always went back to the same church. 

No matter where you lived, you went back to your church home. 

We had a grade school, a middle school, and a high school. It was a 6:3:3 plan, so 

you went from kindergarten to sixth grade and then three years of middle school and three 

years of high school. They were good schools, and I think the standards were measured 

by the colleges that students were able to attend from high school. 

The philosophy was different at that time, and I think that was also part of the 

culture. The philosophy was that school was extremely important. It was the most important 

thing you had to do at that time in your life. The teachers and the principals were committed 

to seeing that you got the very most that you could get out of school. There was a much 

closer cooperation between home and school, and if you did something wrong at school 

so that you were punished for it (speaking of double jeopardy) you knew you would also 

get punished at home, because families felt that teachers were a priority occupation, and 

these were dedicated, committed people with integrity, and they were looked up to. If they 

felt you were not doing your best work, and they made that clear to your parents, then 

there was an adjustment. 
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LB: Were your teachers black? 

 

MCCOY: They were all black. It was an entirely separate system. We also had things 

— if you were extremely bright you were skipped, but if you were not as bright as you 

needed to be at that grade level you were retained, and nobody ever thought anything of 

that. It was just the way things were — unlike recently, when the theory is that there was 

some psychological damaged to retaining kids, especially if they were physically different 

from their classmates. I am now convinced that that is a more damaging philosophy, that 

in fact, if people are designated to educate children, then size and age really should not 

be relevant unless there is a problem. It would still not be relevant. They'd still do whatever 

was necessary, remedial or otherwise, to help that youngster learn what was expected to 

be learned at that grade level. Education is one of those areas in which the pendulum 

seems to swing periodically, perhaps more than in any other profession or any other 

institution. 

 

LB: Getting back to your experience in high school, you said you babysat. Did you have 

any other jobs at that time? 

 

MCCOY: The only other job that I had was my senior year in high school when I worked 

in a laundry. It was a laundry that was very close to where I lived, and I was just pleased as 

punch to be able to get a job in the first place, and to get one that I could walk to and from 

meant that I could save all of my money because I realized that I would need to help myself 

if I were to go to college. Remember my mother is the sole breadwinner for the family. By 

this time, I had a stepfather so life was a little easier for us. 

In the laundry, I was called a “spotter.” They have a solution that they put on the 

spot and you beat it. Then you can put it through the regular solution to get the spots out. 

I can remember wanting to do the other kinds of things, because it looked so fascinating 
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to be able to press and to – I wasn't so interested in mending, but using the presser was 

just really exciting.  

I remember the woman saying, “I'm not going to help you learn to do that because 

if you learn to do it, the company will expect you to do it with no more pay.” That was a 

more highly skilled job than what I was doing, and it did command a higher salary, yet they 

were convinced that if I could do it, they'd let me do it and continue to pay me as a spotter. 

So I never did learn to press. 

 

LB: How did you get to your college? I see you graduated from Talladega. 

 

MCCOY: Talladega College, in Talladega, Alabama, which is a school that was created 

by the American Missionary Association of the Congregational Church. The effort was to 

provide an education for the freed slaves. This was one of about 21 such schools that they 

developed, and of the 21, I believe there are now possibly seven. Fisk is one of those, 

Tougaloo is one, and I can't remember the others. Talladega has enjoyed very creditable 

history and stands even today from 129 years later, because I went to my 30th class 

reunion, and it was 125 years old at that time. 

 

LB: Did you know what you wanted to major in? 

 

MCCOY: When I went to school, now that is very interesting, because no one in my 

family had ever gone to college before. My brothers — one brother was killed in the Navy 

in World War II; one brother was very adventuresome and migrated to New York to make 

a life for himself; and the other brother went away to service and came back and settled 

down, married one of my classmates, and still lives there. So that in my immediate family, 

no one else went to college although it was my mother's dream that at least the girl would 

get a good education, would marry well, and have a good life. I still say sometimes “never 

doubt the power of a mother's dreams.” They are powerful. 
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Even though she [my mother] was working at a position that did not pay a lot of 

money, her goal was very clear for her. I marvel today at how she managed, because then 

she made a fraction of what the lowest paid worker makes today, but she had in mind that 

her daughter would go to college. It was one of those things that everyone looked forward 

to, even though none of my brothers had had this experience. They had captured the 

dream that my mother had had for me, and were willing to help in whatever way they could.  

Like many youngsters today, it was a teacher, an algebra teacher, who I dearly loved, who 

motivated me to go to Talladega.  

Actually, I was destined, I thought, to go to Fisk, because I liked to sing, and the Fisk 

singers were very popular and very glamorous to think of being a part of something as 

significant as a choir that had a national reputation. For lots of reasons, it didn't work out 

that I should go to Fisk, and so this algebra teacher recommended to see if I could not get 

into Talladega, at least for a year. Since I had received several scholarships, and I was 

mentally prepared that I should go to school, my family was prepared that – She thought 

it was a shame that I should not go that year, and so she did whatever was necessary. 

I had to take a test because Talladega had very high standards and if you didn't 

measure up you didn't get in there. It was a small school, and they felt that they had to 

have high standards in order to get the kind of support to provide the kind of education. 

We went through whatever was necessary. I did take the test, even though it was getting 

to be quite late. I did not get the four year scholarship but I got a one-year scholarship. 

That, coupled with the scholarships I had gotten from high school and from sorority and 

some assistance from my church, I did go to Talladega. I went with the idea that I would 

just go a year, because I was still looking forward to going to Fisk. I wanted to sing in the 

Fisk choir, but I got to Talladega and loved it. 

It was a small school. There were very few men at that time because they were all 

away in the army or in the service. In my class there were probably 200 females and 

probably 58-60 males.  

Because it was a good school, and, again, it was a segregated school, in that 

geographically it was segregated in the town of Talladega. It was integrated to the extent 
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that the faculty was an international faculty. I had a German professor for economics; an 

English lady who was humanities; a French sociology professor; the president himself was 

a Quaker, and was white, and the children of the faculty attended the school. Here we had, 

in the heart of segregated Alabama, this little isolated, integrated community because of 

the faculty children there. We had exchange professors and exchange students. I think I 

received just a really tremendous education, not only academically, but in human relations. 

As a matter of fact, I'm convinced that my strong pursuit of good relations started a 

Talladega, where, having come from a segregated background, and growing up seeing 

the differences making a difference in the relationships people had, I did a complete 

turnabout, where I felt it shouldn't be that way. 

The differences should be positive; they should be creatively used, so that children 

and certain people my age would be able to – at this time, of course, the melting pot theory 

was part of sociology, and the melting pot theory is a good one. It was not working but I 

didn't see why it should not work because the strength of the country, I felt then, and do 

now, depended on the strength of the people and the ability of people to work together 

toward common goals. 

 

LB: What kinds of things did you study while you were there? 

 

MCCOY: I was into sociology, and when I went to school, I was not sure that sociology 

was what. I wanted, but I knew that I wanted to be a helping person. It would be very 

interesting, sometimes, to find out how people arrive at their career goals. I would not have 

been able to say when I went, “Yes, I want to be a social worker.” I knew that I wanted to 

be a helping person, and it was only after I got there — and the first year. Of course, I think 

it's true now, you take a lot of general subjects that are required by the school, then you 

begin to specialize. It was through my study of sociology and comparative religions that I 

was sure that social work was the kind of thing I wanted to do.  

Plus one of my very good friends, who went to Howard University, and who had 

three sisters, all of whom had gone to Howard. One of them had become a social worker, 
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so I had a chance to kind of try out as a social worker — what does a social worker do – 

through my relationship with this friend, whose father was the principal of the high school. 

I was convinced that, yes, it was the kind of thing I wanted to do. I knew that I wanted to 

work with children. It was much later that all of these pieces fell into place.  

I got a sociology degree with a minor in economics. It was the economics professor 

who had been extremely supportive and very encouraging that I should go into economics. 

Then I left Talladega, and I came to Oregon… 

 

LB: Directly? 

 

MCCOY: No. As a matter of fact, during the interim in the summer, I participated in a 

project sponsored by the American Friends Service Committee, called the Interns in 

Industry. It was a program designed to provide an opportunity for college people who 

wanted to get to know each other across a variety of lines, and secondly, to have an 

experience as college educated people living in an industrial setting, living the life of 

people in an industrial setting. Blue-collar community, if you will. To what extent would 

people, college educated people in a blue-collar environment, carry out the kinds of ideals, 

the cultural pursuits, that you would expect a college-educated group to carry out. Dealing 

on a day-to-day basis with blue-collar people who would not have the same kinds of 

priorities. The experience was to give some notion about whether in fact the blue-collar 

environment was strong enough to pull people to that way of thinking to those priorities in 

terms of your activities. Do you go to a lecture, or would you just like to go to a jazz concert, 

or would you just like to go to a tavern and sit down and drink beer and relax? Which way 

would these people go? That was kind of a part of that experience. 

It was, however, during that period of time that I had written applications just 

everywhere, because I knew then that I wanted to do social work. My options were to 

either find something someplace else in the country, and I didn't care where — I'd grown 

up in the South, had this opportunity in the Midwest, but during my freshman, sophomore 

and junior years, my summers were spent in other places. 
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My freshman year I went on tour with the college choir to Chicago and places in 

between. My sophomore year I worked as a camp counselor at an orthopedic camp, 

working with handicapped children. My third summer — I believe I've got those reversed. 

My second summer was spent at a Salvation Army camp outside of Syracuse, New York, 

and my third year was spent at an orthopedic camp in South Carolina. I'd had an 

opportunity to travel out of my own home territory during the summers. The fourth year, 

my senior year – I'd love everywhere I'd been, and I didn't really care where I settled down, 

primarily because at the same time I was looking for jobs, my goal had been that I would 

work for two years – no, actually, I was going to go to college immediately, and get a 

master's degree; then I would work for two years and then I'd get married. I had it all 

planned. 

 

LB: Did you have anybody in mind to marry? 

 

MCCOY: No, no. I had no one in mind. It's just the way I was going to do it. 

 

[Tape stops] 

 

LB: You said you were sending out applications for work then, after your graduation? 

 

MCCOY: After graduation I put in applications just everywhere, anywhere anybody 

suggested It was while I was in this intern project in Missouri that I had a call from the 

Y.W.C.A. [young Women’s Christian Association] in Portland, Oregon. It could have been 

Mars, in terms of the distance from where I was, and where home was. As a matter of fact, 

that's what my neighbor said when I told them I was going to go. It was the first application 

that I'd received, and even though it was a very long way from home, and from all of the 

things and people that I knew and loved, I was determined that I should take my education 

and go do something with it.  
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My other option was to stay in Chattanooga and work for the welfare department 

with the expectation that after two years they would give me a stipend and send me to 

graduate school. I had no assurance that that would happen. I didn't have any assurance 

of anything, plus I really didn't want to settle in Chattanooga — even for two years. When I 

received this call from Portland, they invited the executive director of the Y there in Kansas 

City to come interview me. 

 

LB: Why in Kansas City? 

 

MCCOY: That's where I was part of this intern project. They were not inclined to send 

anybody, so they relied on the executive director there to do the interview. 

Then I waited to see if even that was going to materialize. Well, it did, and it was just 

the most exciting thing that ever happened to me. I was going to be making all of $2400 

a year. Remembering my background, that was a lot of money. I thought, “Boy, I'm going 

to be rich. It pays off to get a good education.” I came to Portland – I came by train. It was 

a wonderful trip. 

There were not that many people that came across the country, period, but many 

fewer blacks, yet all of the workers on the train were black. They really just took me under 

their wings. It was a three day trip, and I was treated royally and enjoyed myself immensely. 

I arrived in my new city of Portland in September of 1949 to serve as assistant teenage 

program director at the Y.W.C.A., which is where I met my husband. He was a volunteer at 

one of the co-ed programs for which I became responsible. The first night I attended the 

co-ed meeting, Portland was still somewhat segregated, even when I came. 

 

LB: I was going to ask you what your impressions were when you came to Portland. 

 

MCCOY: It was not the same, because in the South that was the way it was and 

everybody knew the ground rules. There was no mistaking where your place was. In 
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Portland, I think there were still some of the prejudices and certain racism was just as 

strong here as in some places was a little more subtle in the general community. 

There was nothing subtle about the signs being in the windows that said “We cater 

to whites only,” or employment signs that said, “Whites only need apply,” or all of those 

kinds of signs that had been very much a part of the South, that I had not expected in the 

Northwest. You had those kinds of visible signs of segregation, and yet it was at the end 

of the war, and people were a little more relaxed, because people who had migrated here 

to work in the war industries had come from all over, bringing with them whatever 

philosophy they were used to. 

 

 [End of Tape 1, Side 1] 
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MCCOY: The schools were integrated, because after the war many, many, many 

people went back to wherever they came from, and so the black population was greatly 

reduced from what it had been. Then there had been the Vanport flood just the year before 

I came, so people were pretty much scattered, perhaps more than they might have been 

had the Vanport flood not occurred. I understand that Vanport was the next largest city [in 

Oregon] and it was largely inhabited by blacks.  

When I came to Portland and found it had some positive and some negative 

[aspects], one of the things I did find was that there were people – and it happens at that 

time people that I came to know were Catholics. Having met Bill, who was a Catholic at the 

time — and the Catholic church at that time was making a concerted effort to alleviate any 

tensions between the races, using positive things to help cement good, positive relations 

between the races — I had the feeling that even though it was segregated to some extent, 

there were people who were committed to making it better. And I've continued to feel that 

in spite of all the adversity in the city of Portland there are a lot of good people of good 

will, who want to have a real community in which there is a sense of brotherhood. 

One of the things that I remember very vividly and still amazes me, was the lack of 

difference between the ages. I would, for instance, work with teenagers during the day in 

Y.W.C.A. programs, but on the weekend, in the evenings, those teenagers would be at the 

same party I was attending. That always bothered me a little bit, because it somehow did 

not seem quite right.  

Again, thinking in my own background, where everybody over 20 was Mr. and Mrs., 

you never ever, ever called an adult by a first name. Apparently, some of the teenagers 

had been taught that same thing, except when Bill and I walked down the street, they 

would say, “Hello, Miss Sims. Hi, Bill.” I was obviously in a position of authority, and 

therefore commanded a handle to my name, but because they viewed Bill as a volunteer, 

and a friend, they could call him by his first name.  
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The youngsters I would be helping to plan their kind of activities for and even having 

to discipline on a Wednesday night, would be at the same party on Saturday night. That 

was a very strange thing for me to get accustomed to. 

The other thing was the fact that by and large I thought that parents even then were 

as concerned about their kids' education as my parents had been. They wanted their kids 

to have a good education. At the time, because there were so few of us [blacks people], 

schools that I can recall through my primary responsibility as teenage program director 

were, in fact, anywhere from 80 to 90% white schools, with a very small minority 

population. Over the years with housing changing, the schools changed.  

I have said consistently and I think anybody else who has watched a transition 

would know that desegregated schools come with desegregated housing. Yet, we've not 

had any group provide the same kind of leadership, the same motivation, the same 

aggressiveness, to deal with housing as we have with schools. It has been a little unfair in 

terms of education because it meant that schools have had to bear almost the total brunt 

of social change. I think schools have some responsibility, but I think had we been able to 

foster some kind of coalition between community and schools in terms of the 

neighborhood and the housing, we may not have had to spend so much time and energy 

and effort, resources, desegregating schools as we're having to do. 

 

LB: You mentioned earlier that Mr. McCoy was also working at the Y. What was his 

position at that time? 

 

MCCOY: At the time he was not working there; he was a volunteer. He was a student 

at the University of Portland, and his sister, and several other people who became my 

friends, as part of their civic responsibility, I guess, served as chaperones at the 

Wednesday night teenage co-ed dance.  

There was one in St. Johns, which was basically for white youngsters because most 

of the white youngsters lived in St. Johns, and one on Williams Avenue, which was in the 

heart of the black community. While you would always have a few black kids at St. Johns 
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Y, you would also have a few white kids at the Williams Avenue Y because these kids went 

to school together and did venture to do somethings together, but not on a wide scale. It 

is very interesting. 

 

LB: Tell me about your courtship and marriage to Mr. McCoy. 

 

MCCOY: That is an interesting story within itself, and I always tell it when I'm around 

Y.W.C.A. crowd, and they always love it. I met him there and made it clear to him after a 

very brief period of dating that my plans were to just be there for a year, and then I was 

going off to school.  

I arrived at the year because I had tried to go to school at Boston University School 

of Social Work, and Boston, in the process of the application, asked what field I wanted to 

pursue in social work because at that time one specialized in youth work, case work, 

community organization, or administration. I didn't know so they suggested that I might try 

working a year in a social agency that would give me some feel for the kind of thing I 

wanted to take up. I came with the idea of working for a year and then applying at the end 

for admission to the School of Social Work in Boston.  

My supervisor, who was the teenage program director, convinced me that in a social 

agency and certainly one like the Y.W.C.A., which was community-based and community 

supported, it was important that you develop relationships that allowed you to be more 

effective, rather than not being sure who was on first, second and third, and where all the 

doors opened. She said, “You will be better off if you plan to stay at least two years, and 

then go. You'll have a much better grasp of what you're all about. You'll also have an 

opportunity to see several aspects of social work in action.” I took her word for it. So I was 

committed to staying for two years. 

Bill was one of the first people who called to take me out after I arrived. I'd been 

here for a week and been spending all of my waking hours with all of the Y.W.C.A. ladies, 

none of whom were married. I was delighted to be asked to go to some social function, 

and I went to a football game. Bill still says that he was convinced I was the girl he was 
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waiting for. He was prepared to get married as soon as possible. I had to assure him that 

that was not part of my plans, and therefore I had to follow the plan I had mapped out for 

myself. Well, when he was convinced that I meant business, and I really wasn't interested 

in getting married, and even getting very serious, going steady, he thought there was no 

need to pay any more attention or waste his time anymore, so he simply turned me off. 

Well, at the thought of losing this very fine young man, I started to think about what I was 

giving up and decided that that was a mistake. 

The piece before that, though, is the fact that when he called to invite me to a 

football game in the first place, I could not remember him because the first night I was on 

the job I think every teenager in the city of Portland came to see the new teenage director. 

The kids seemed so big. Most of them were bigger than me, and I couldn’t get over the 

fact until I spent a good portion of that first evening saying to youngsters, “You're too old. 

You can't come in here because this is for teenagers.” When we decided – when I finally 

realized that obviously the nutrition was different here in the Northwest than it was in the 

South, and that these kids just grew bigger, so that they were all as large as I was — they 

were still just teenagers. 

During this courtship time I was convinced that this was the thing that I needed to 

do, and he was convinced that marriage was what he was interested in, and then, when 

he decided that it wasn't going to be a marriage, and he turned me off, then I became 

turned on to him so then I started chasing him. 

When he first came aboard, my landlady had explained him as being someone else 

She said, “He's tall, dark and handsome; he's studying law; his mother goes to my church, 

sings in the choir,” and he just sounded very attractive. She was talking about another 

young man who wasn't Bill at all. I had been kind of turned off because he didn't look like 

what she'd described to me as what he looked like, and then when he came on as strongly 

as he did, then I really was kind of turned off. He was, and still is, a very special kind of 

person. I think God only made one like him and He broke the mold. Bill is perhaps the first 

really Christian young man that I had known even though I had grown up in the church at 

home.  
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By comparison, I could not see people with his same idealism, same concern, same 

sensitivity, commitment to people, caring, warm, intelligent, creative in his thinking – I 

mean, he's just a great guy! And he still is. When I thought of giving all that up, I had second 

thoughts, and so that's why the chase started the other way around. After a couple of years, 

we finally decided that yes we really should get married, so in 1951 we did get married. 

Next week we will be celebrating our 30th wedding anniversary. 

 

LB: Congratulations. 

 

MCCOY: It's very exciting today, when we're almost in a throw-away society — where 

you throw away things and people, we shed partners almost as easily as we shed coats, 

and clothes — and it's a very rewarding experience to have cemented a relationship that 

lasts for 30 years. I would expect it will last for many, many more. 

 

LB: Did you continue work after your marriage? 

 

MCCOY: I did not. Bill came from the school that suggested that the wife was the heart 

of the home, and the man is the breadwinner. Even though we didn't have children for two 

years, I did not work. I became deeply involved in a couple of volunteer activities. One was 

with the American Friends Service Committee. After I think it was child number four was 

born, I went to work for the Friends for a year, because by that time I was beginning to feel 

housebound. 

I was with children all day, and I felt that I simply was not being adequately 

challenged or stimulated and that I could very easily handle a house, children, a husband, 

and still have some energy left. As my first initiation to the outside world, I did go as the 

director of a program called School Affiliation Service, in which the object was to pair 

American schools with foreign schools on a friendship basis, to begin to share things, 

tapes, art projects, history projects and finally people. I did that for a year, and then decided 
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that perhaps it was time for me to go to work and earn money because by this time we 

really felt the need to have additional income. 

We had felt this need several times before during the course of our early marriage 

but every time we looked at it, it did not appear that I was worth as much even on the job 

as I was at home. There was no way to have equal compensation. We did this exercise 

about four times before we finally decided that, okay, it appears that this is the right time 

now. Before we arrived at that we decided that if I were ever going to be worth enough to 

commend my leaving home, I probably needed another degree and some advanced 

training. Now mind you, I had put aside my graduate education when I got married because 

it was not in the cards at that point. We simply were not able to have me leave home, and 

there was no graduate school in Portland at the time. Even though I had always dreamed 

of going to Boston, once we got married, and started to raise our family, that was out. I was 

pretty much relegated to waiting to see [what would happen] — either when the children 

were all up and out, or when a school was developed in Portland. At that time, I wasn't 

aware – I didn't know that there was anything in the works for having a school of social 

work in Portland. 

At the point that we decided if I were going to work not only for economic purposes 

but for my own personal self-fulfillment, then I should consider at least going back to 

school. We decided that the criteria for whether that was the right decision – by this time, 

I had seven children and [it was] 17 years later than when I had graduated from college. 

Would the brain operate? Where would the money going to come from? What about the 

children? Could I manage to go fulltime, or perhaps even part-time? When we got into the 

application process and found that you could not go to graduate school part-time, you had 

to go fulltime, then we had to answer the other questions.  

We determined we would pursue it and if all of the necessary components worked 

out, then it was obviously the right thing to do. If they did not, then it wasn't the time and I 

would simply stay home and take care of my kids. First, I had to be admitted because the 

school of social work then was four years old, still relatively, new, [and was in] lots of 

demand. 
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LB: This is at Portland State? 

 

MCCOY: This at Portland State. Lots of demand, but a small school that could only 

accommodate 31 students at a time. I really felt that I had a lot of things against me. One, I 

was older, family, it'd been 17 years since I'd gone to school, and no money. We just 

decided to plunge in and try, and if it worked, fine; if it didn't – It took them a long time to 

get all of their necessary pieces of paper in place to make a decision, and meanwhile I had 

become practically a nervous wreck because if I were going to be going to school full-time 

with seven children, there were lots of plans that had to be made. It's already June, and 

September is fast approaching. 

I finally called them in July, and I said, “Look, at this point, it doesn't make any 

difference, but you gotta tell me. I'm either going to be accepted, or I am not, but you can't 

keep me on the end of a string.”  

I think the registrar was just a very sensitive person and realized that with my 

circumstances they had to tell me something, and so it was a very short time later that she 

called and said, “You'll get this in the mail, but we're happy to say that you have been 

admitted.”  

That was great, but now the work really began, because where do I get the money. 

I'm going to school because I need the money in the household. The next piece was that 

we had to find the money. There had to be either scholarships or grants or loans or 

something that would allow me to go. We worked on that piece at the same time we were 

working on child care. We went out visiting places to see what was available to take care 

of my children. 

 

LB: What ages were they at that point? 

 

MCCOY: The youngest was three, and the next one was five, so it meant that these 

were two who were left at home. The others were in school. I needed someone to be at 
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home when the school age kids came home from school, so I had to have enough money 

to pay my tuition, books, fees, and my child care. As it turned out, these things came about 

the same time. The school gave me one of the grants from the Child Welfare League of 

America — that provides grants for graduate education. That was very adequate. At about 

the same time, there was an opening at Fruit and Flower Day Nursery, which was right 

across the street from the School of Social Work. It just could not have worked out better.  

It meant that then, if I could find transportation, I could take that three year old with me, 

drop her off, pick her up again, and come home. 

It meant that we'd need to have someone at home when the other children came 

home, and we had to find that piece. That was a little more difficult, as we talked to a 

number of people. We ultimately did find an older woman who lived not terribly far away, 

but who had her own transportation. She came, and that worked out for pretty much the 

first year. She had some difficulty with her eyes, and finally had to leave, so then we were 

back in the market finding child care for those youngsters and finally found a student at 

the University of Portland who came. Meanwhile it worked out very well with the three year 

old, my taking her with me and bringing her back in the evening. 

I became a full-time student and I call that my sheltered life, because during that 

time I could honestly say “no” to anybody who asked me to do anything, because how 

could I? It was very interesting, at the end of my two-years, having lived this sheltered 

existence where all I did was study, and do the things that I had to do as a mother, I was 

not volunteering for anything, because there really was no time. As we got closer to the 

end, and I realized that once I graduated, other people had expectations of me. After all, 

had I not gone to school to get a degree so that I could go out and do good things? It was 

scary.  It was scary because now I have to do all these things, plus all of the other kinds of 

things you do in the community. Plus, I had to get a job. That's what I went to school for. 

I had a real appreciation for young people, young mothers, who are now looking at 

– and I have found, over the years, I did not visualize myself as a role model. Maybe it was 

selfishness, but I was only thinking about doing what I had to do. I didn't think I'd done 

anything spectacular, anything particularly unique or different or heroic. I only did what I 
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needed to do because that was part of our plan. Over the years, young people have come 

and have said, “You know you are my model, because I figure that with one, two, three 

children, if you could go back to school and raise a family of seven children, surely I can 

do it.” That's fine. That's a bonus. That's not something I planned, and I'll always be pleased 

that it worked out that way. 

After graduation, we were right “smack dab” in the middle of the War on Poverty, in 

all of those programs that really sought qualified people, and perhaps paid salaries that 

were a little higher than people had been accustomed to because they had not stability. 

There was no longevity. There was a political kind of decision made to get these programs 

going, and by that same political process they could be terminated. I went to work 

immediately with Project Head Start. I worked with them for three years and a summer. 

Loved it. My theme was, happiness is a “turned on” head start mother — because after 

seeing mothers who had turned the world off believing that there was nothing they could 

offer the world, and the world had certainly stopped offering them anything so there was 

no reason to be out there, who could stay in their gowns and pajamas all day after putting 

their child on the bus in the morning. 

To see mother go from that end of the continuum to being willing to get on a bus 

and go to Olympia and lobby the governor for programs for mothers and children was 

extremely rewarding. It was a very satisfying experience, and I am rewarded even now 

when I occasionally run across some of those mothers, with whom I worked in those early 

years of my re-entering the job market. They can remember with me some of the 

satisfactions that they got out of the program. It's been very interesting. 

 

LB: Was your job at that time just temporary? 

 

MCCOY: With Project Head Start? No. I started that summer and I recall there was a 

summer position, and there was a winter position that would follow that. I said to the person 

who was doing the hiring, “Do I have to work in the summer to get the job in the winter, or 

can I just apply for the winter job?” The feeling was you're going to be working with the 
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same children throughout and his choice, whether it was part of the guidelines or not, was 

that a person who could work both summer and winter would be higher in his estimation 

than one who wanted to work one or the other. At that time I was just absolutely please to 

immediately get a job right out of school and I took it. I had exactly one week between 

graduation and starting to work. 

Remember again that we don't have surplus funds, so my children at that stage had 

never been to the beach. In the first place we didn't have a car; in the second place there 

were too many babies. It was just too much work to think of going to the beach with these 

kids and having to find some way to get there. With some of the funds that were left from 

school we took that week and went to the beach. I'll never forget seeing the ocean for the 

first time myself. It's amazing, because people just take it so for granted. Sure, the ocean's 

there; you've seen it millions of time. To the person who's not seen it before it's quite an 

experience. 

 

LB: In your first job as a social worker, was it an advantage or a disadvantage or maybe 

it didn't make any difference – were you affected, in any way, by being a black woman in 

the job market at this time? 

 

MCCOY: No. I have never – it has never been a problem for me to be a black female. 

I can remember having had only one really bad experience as a black, and it was during 

one of those summer projects when a group of students — it was in Kansas, as a matter of 

fact — had gone off to do something on a Saturday afternoon, and had stopped in a 

drugstore to have a soda, and were told by the clerk behind the counter, who was a male, 

that he couldn't serve me. Of course, college students always being generally more liberal 

in their thinking than the general population, were very much offended and felt if you can't 

serve her, you can't serve us. And so we walked out.  

It gave us an opportunity to talk about what all this means because living together 

in this house, in this community, none of us having ever known each other before and 

there were about 15 of us, in a wide range of ethnic groups — it was a rich learning 
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experience, because it had the opportunity for them to learn what it was like and for me to 

work through what happens when you are rejected for reasons over which you have no 

control. Had I been ill-dressed, or rowdy, or something like that, I think everybody could 

have handled it. But how do you handle it when it's simply a racist situation that you cannot 

control?  

As I remember, it was not a devastating experience, having come from the South 

where you know what the values are, you just don't put yourself in those positions. Here 

in Kansas, which has always been kind of neither fish nor fowl, it was difficult to know 

where the boundaries were. It's that kind of subtleness, I think, that creates some problems 

— more for that community than the South, where everybody knows where the boundaries 

are. 

 

 
[End of Tape 1, Side 2] 
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Tape 2, Side 1 
1981 March 6 

 
 

LB: Commissioner McCoy, last time we met we talked about your working with the Head 

Start program. What can you tell me of your work with Head Start at that time? 

 

MCCOY: I can tell you that of all of the experiences that I have had working, this was 

perhaps the most enjoyable. I think it was because being a mother myself, I could really 

relate to the problems and frustrations of these low-income mothers. They tended to be 

young women, married early, did not finish high school, no particular job skills, often times 

divorced, one-parent family, and all the problems that come with that kind of background, 

which is fairly typical. And yet I was challenged because this was my very first job after 

graduation from the School of Social Work, and if there is an idealistic group of people, it's 

graduate students from social work who are going out and change the world. 

This challenge was to see to what extent, actually, we could move people out of the 

poverty [level]. I never saw Head Start and its accompanying parent involvement, which 

was required — you couldn't have a program that did not have a heavy emphasis on the 

involvement of parents. I think, the design was to get parents deeply involved with the 

education of their children and then it would carry over into the upper grades. At least from 

my standpoint, I can't say that the program was designed to do as much for the mothers 

as it was to do with the children, but philosophically I thought that the program could not 

be successful if nothing happened to the mothers if they stayed in the same rut they were 

in. The challenge to me, then, was what do we do with parents? Again philosophically, I 

think we are human beings first, before we are wives, or mothers, or workers, or whatever 

else we take on, and there are certain basic needs that we have as human beings and if 

those needs are not met, that we are constantly trying to find ways to meet them and 

sometimes without knowing it, we do it inappropriately. 

The idea was these mothers were mothers who had “tuned out” and “turned off.” 

What do we do to make life different for them because the children were in an enriched 
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program that was extremely exciting; it was well-managed; it was designed to move 

children from one level to the other, but there was not built into the program itself the same 

design for moving parents. An example I thought was just typical of my philosophy about 

helping people as individuals before you expect them to take on second, third, or fourth 

roles was when we were planning a field trip with the children to go to the zoo, and the 

mothers were to accompany the children. 

At one of the parent meetings there was a lot of hubbub about the trip itself — when 

would we go, how would we go, what would we do, how long would we stay and all of 

those good things. I heard this group of young mothers to the side, who were kind of 

giggling and laughing and chatting with themselves, and listening I discovered that they 

had never been to the zoo themselves, and so they were speculating about a lot of things, 

about whether they would get near the giraffe, or would – how close would you have to 

get to the animals. 

They were asking all of the questions you would expect the children to ask, and it 

occurred to me that they would be a lot more helpful to their children if they had a prior 

experience at the zoo themselves. So I mentioned this, not so much that they had not gone, 

but I said it occurred to me that when we were with the children, we were expected to 

really keep an eye on them and maybe it would be helpful if we could do a trial run. We 

could go, see what the layout is, what the distances to walk are, what kinds of 

accommodations are there — just generally check out the zoo.  

Of course, the mothers were really very excited about this because they didn't want 

their children to know that when they're holding back it's because they want to see the 

animals a little bit more closely themselves. It worked out very well but it was a 

reinforcement to the idea that I had. You need to help mothers help themselves first, and 

when they're comfortable about their roles as human beings then they can move more 

easily into their role as mothers. Of course, this was truly a success story. 

We planned a trip to the zoo for the parents, and we did it while the children were 

in school, and then they could come back and really get enthusiastic and excited about 

taking the children because they not only could pay attention to the children, they could 
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help them understand about the habitat, and how to use the little microphone in the boxes 

that give you information. They were better prepared to play the role of mother and 

chaperone the children. 

There were many examples of this that reinforced that idea. I think it's true not only 

for that population, but generally it's a human phenomenon. It has nothing to do with 

poverty, or women, or men, or anything. That's the way it is, as human beings. My work 

with Head Start, then –.  

At the end of the time I was saying happiness is a “turned on” Head Start mother. 

These people were able to, over the period of time I worked with them for three years and 

a summer. Some of the ones whose children moved on to the upper grades came back 

and became aides in the program there. I think there were at least three mothers who 

became paid aides in the program. Two of those mothers went on to get teaching 

certificates through Portland State, which was extremely exciting and very rewarding. You 

can see why I was saying happiness is a “turned on” Head Start mother. To see those 

mothers, move from being closeted in their houses, behind closed doors and drawn 

curtains all day until the children came home from school, to being willing to go to Olympia 

and lobby the governor, was just a very thrilling experience for me. 

During the course of my stay there, I had four graduate students from the School of 

Social Work, and I found that to be extremely rewarding, too, to be able to share with them 

some of the firsthand experiences of working in this kind of environment, to be able to 

share my philosophy with them. I have since had an opportunity to meet at least one young 

man who was from out of state, and he became a legislator, and I have the impression from 

people who work with him, that he in fact has carried over that philosophy of helping 

people to help themselves, beginning with people where they are, and working with them 

to move to the position where they want to be. That's exciting, and it's interesting. I look 

forward to having that kind of experience again. 

 

LB: How long were you with the Head Start program? 
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MCCOY: I was with Head Start for one summer and three years. When I first started, it 

was basically a summer program, and it was when I started that they also began the full-

year program. It was in Vancouver, so that the people in Portland were also starting the 

year-round program at the same time. We worked as closely as we could work together 

so that we could share in the benefits of their experiences and their knowledge. The 

supervisor, or the person who shared the same role in Portland as I did, was a social 

worker. 

It was very interesting, the thing that the Project Head Start people did, and that 

was because they had money — it's hard to remember when people had money — but at 

the beginning of that program there were dollars to be spent for the program, and the 

people who took them on –.  

For instance, in Vancouver it was the public-school system that took the program 

on, and they said, give us the dollars, and we will determine how the dollars shall be spent. 

They decided that the best thing to do would be to find professional people, and top-notch 

people. They took those folks out of their system. They took the head teachers, who were 

their very best kindergarten teachers, who became the master teachers in the Head Start 

program. They wanted a Master Social Worker to serve in the capacity of parent 

involvement rather than in some communities where they simply chose a person who knew 

the community well, worked well with people, maybe had been a staunch member of her 

church, but didn't particularly have a professional background. That was a good thing, 

because I think they did in fact get the best for the dollars by using it that way. 

They were also willing to supplement from their materials and supplies, take that 

from their school budget or supplies, and use their dollars on personnel. I think it paid off. 

The fact that we had those master teachers encouraged those two mothers who went on 

to get their own teaching certificate. I think it was a direct correlation between having 

worked with these really top-notch teachers — the master teachers — who cared about 

kids, who were knowledgeable about working with children and they became their role 

models. When the program is over, we've got at least, now I'm sure this is duplicated many 
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times over — but we've got, at least out of that program, at that particular time, two more 

professional people, which is great, because these were mothers. 

 

LB: Why did you leave the Head Start program? 

 

MCCOY: I left Head Start because after about the second year the funds began to be 

cut. Of course, when they were spending a high proportion of their budget on professional 

personnel, that meant that when the cuts came, in order to balance it off, they had to cut 

some of this high-powered personnel, and this one was going to – I think my position was 

eliminated, and they went with the aide — the person who had worked with me for three 

years — which was not too bad. This person was an older woman, who was just a gem of 

a human being. A very warm, caring person — very hard-working. Even though she was in 

her early 60s, she, too, went to the program. She took classes at Portland State. Here's a 

woman who probably finished high school but it had been many years but because she 

cared so much, and wanted to be as helpful as she could be, she took classes at Portland 

State, and, of course, it was hard. It was hard for me when I went back to graduate school 

so I knew it was hard for her. But I thought it was a real good thing for them to do when my 

position was eliminated. They carried on with her, and she stayed with them for I think at 

least three years beyond the time that I left. We keep in touch; we still keep in touch which 

is nice. 

 

LB: What did you do after you left the program? 

 

MCCOY: It was really a very interesting kind of transition. While I was there, I had quite 

a cadre of volunteers. Some of them were students at Clark College so that when Clark 

needed a sociology professor and they realized that I was going — my position was going 

to be eliminated — they asked if I would be interested in coming to Clark and of course I 

was. That was another challenge, because I purposely, when I was in college, had not 

taken any education classes just because there were people from all over who came to 
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school not fully aware of what they wanted to do but said “We'll take education — so when 

all else fails, we'll teach.” Isn’t that a horrible attitude! 

Mind you, I'm coming from a background where we don't have college people, and 

I don't have any background in this. But I did also come from a background that said 

teaching is a very special kind of profession, and there are very special people who go into 

teaching — they are committed, dedicated pillars of the community, and all of that. Then 

to go to school and have people say, “Well, I'll take education so that if I can't find anything 

else to do, I'll teach.” It was horrifying. Anyway, I had not taken any education, and when 

they asked me about teaching at the college level I said, “but I don't have an education 

background.” At the higher education level, you don't need a teaching certificate. You just 

need a professional degree. 

Because I knew the people, having had to work with them in order to get the 

volunteers I thought, “Well, this is indeed another challenge.” I really discovered that it was 

— at least I made it — an extension of social work. Especially at the community college 

level, you find young adults more than you find young people who are right out of high 

school. These young adults had a variety of problems. Now I did not begin the practice of 

social work, but I did find that in counseling them around their education program, I was 

able to talk to them about some other things that they were concerned about. It seems to 

have worked out very well. I worked out a very close working relationship because my 

classes were not too big. I had a lot of classes. I didn't know that to teach 19 hours was a 

lot of work. I learned that after a year, from talking to other people. 

I did spend the entire day, and then I would take some afternoons, to deal with a 

special problem that a student might have in something else. I remember a young man – I 

had on a couple of occasions to counsel students who were contemplating abortions, 

which was kind of my first encounter. I had an attitude about abortions, even then, but I 

had had no firsthand experience with anybody who had ever needed one. I found that to 

be a very rewarding experience because it allowed me to deal with it firsthand. And my 

attitude did not change.  
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There was also a young veteran, who was having some real problems. He came 

from California, and wanted to be a police officer, and they had to take the introduction to 

sociology. This young man came often to have me help him work through some of his 

wartime experiences, in order to clear his head to do what he had to do as a student. You 

see, I really did continue my social work practice. As a matter of fact, it was more direct 

service. 

When I was with Head Start, working directly with the parents around their needs, 

and referring them to other community services that they needed, as a matter of fact it was 

through my work with the mental health department and working with mothers there, that 

I was able to get my ACSW, which is the Academy of Certified Social Workers. That takes 

two years and X number of dollars under the supervision of a master social worker who is 

also a certified social worker. 

 

LB: How long were you at Clark College? 

 

MCCOY: I was at Clark only a year before I was recruited to Pacific. I was challenged 

by — you can see in my younger days I was always leaping at challenges. My mother told 

me after I was at Pacific that I didn't need any more challenges. 

She could say that because she had come to visit and discovered that I really could 

have some help because I still had all of my children at home, and I had just been elected 

to the school board, and I was working full-time. She thought that she had a few good 

years left in her and that she might as well come out here and help me. When she got here, 

of course, and found out how really deeply involved I was, it was when she decided I didn't 

need any more challenges. 

 

LB: So, she came to stay with you? 

 

MCCOY: She came to stay – She did not live with us. The only reason she would come, 

as a matter of fact, was that we could find her a place to live on her own — She refused to 
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live in the household. She did have to stay with us for about six months because we were 

able to get her into a senior citizen apartment complex, and it was not completed when 

she came so she stayed with us until the building was complete. So she moved in, and has 

been there now about 10 years, and we're so pleased because it is a very nice, comfortable 

– Of course, moving into it brand new, you just can't beat that, but it's a secure building; 

she has many friends; she has lots of activities that keep her busy and it's been a very 

happy aging process for her. Happiness for us is to have a happy grandmother so that's 

been very nice. 

It was during the time that I was at Clark, and was teaching 19 hours, that I was 

recruited to go to Pacific, where they wanted a sociology professor with a social work 

background. Apparently, social workers come from all persuasions – they don't necessarily 

come out of a social work or a social science background. In my own class in graduate 

school, for instance, I think there were probably only two of us who had sociology 

backgrounds. People had done a variety of things. 

I was interested in the number of people who had had history backgrounds who 

became social workers. I've not checked that out to find if there's anything to it. When I 

was recruited to go to Pacific to do sociology and the introduction to social work, and to 

work fewer hours, it was a three-day week, and permitted me to do my preparation at 

home, so that I did not go to Forest Grove Tuesday and Thursday. I could not resist that 

challenge. I was interested to do the introduction to social work, and to continue the 

sociology. It was nice to have those two days when I didn't have to travel to Forest Grove, 

because it meant I could always go do a little extra in terms of the school board. I was 

elected to the school board at the same time that I went to work at Clark. As a matter of 

fact, I was – no, no, I was elected while I was at Head Start, and would begin the following 

September. The election was in May, and in September I started to work at Clark. I was 

kind of new at that role. 

 

LB: Why did you decide to run for the school board? 
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MCCOY: Running for the school board had not been my idea. At that time, I was 

working with a group – I was representing the American Friends Service Committee, and 

one of the philosophies of the Friends is to empower people to be decision-makers, and 

to have an impact on those decisions that affect them, whether it be minorities, or women, 

or labor. At that particular time, I was deeply involved with the Friends, having started — 

and I don't know if I said that when I was in college, I participated in one of their programs 

in the summers — and maintained my interest in the Friends since that time. 

One of the things that I was doing — I was working on the program committee, and 

the office in Portland was a regional office, so that the administration for both Seattle and 

Portland were shared. I was on the program committee, and we were concerned that in 

1970, in the Portland community, Portland being generally a liberal city, there were no 

minorities in any position of power. None. We looked at city, county, state government, we 

looked at ecumenical ministries, it was called the Council of Churches, where you have all 

the churches together, at the school board, major corporations and businesses, and there 

was an absence of minorities. This group felt that that was something we ought to work 

on. 

I was asked, as a member of the program committee of the American Friends 

Service Committee, to chair this group. We pulled together a variety of people from many 

walks of life. I remember we had the dean of the school of social work; we had someone 

from a human relations council out in Milwaukie; we had sororities and fraternities; we had 

someone from the Albina churches; a couple of people on the American Friends Service 

Committee who had ties with other organizations. It was a group of about 25 or 30 people, 

and we had been meeting for probably two months. 

We met on a Sunday night at the Friends office, and had divided ourselves into 

committees. There was a committee on short range goals, and long-range goals. The 

overall goal was to see to what extent this group could influence to the point of action, the 

election or appointment of some minority people to some positions of power. The short-

range people, the short-range goal committee, discovered that Mary Rieke, who was a 

school board member, the only female on the Portland school board, had announced that 
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she would not run again for election, so there was a position. There were three positions 

open, but of course if you're trying to get someone into a position for the first time, it is 

better to go in an open position rather than against an incumbent. They began to look for 

blacks, particularly, who might be encouraged to run for office. Two people, not having 

talked to each other came to me and said, “Why don't you run?” I said, “Who me?” 

 

LB: Who were those two people? 

 

MCCOY: One was [Marlene Bayliss?], and the other was [Ellis Casson?]. [Ellis Casson?] 

is a minister, and at that time was – I guess they were not called Affirmative Action at that 

time, we didn't have Affirmative Action. His role was community development for the 

Portland Public Schools. She asked me first, and it was kind of a startling request because 

even though I was deeply involved in politics, which I inherited from my husband, who had 

been deeply involved since he came out of the service in 1946. When we were married in 

1951, I became as involved as he. 

We became precinct committee people, and we have continued to be precinct 

committee people since 1952. I was doing all the things, and helping on various and sundry 

committees, and participating in the central committee but I had never even thought of 

myself as a candidate for political office. It just had never entered my mind, and it was just 

a new kind of thought to have to deal with. 

I said to [Marlene?], “Let me think about it.” and when [Ellis?] asked me about four 

days later, I thought, “I guess I really ought to think seriously about it,” and so I said, “Give 

me a couple weeks.” I talked with my husband, who thought, “Hey, that's a net idea. Why 

not?” I started to talk to people generally, and I would simply say, “What would you think if 

I ran for the school board?” Everybody was very positive and very supportive, and I 

thought, “Why not?” It was a matter, at that point, of putting my body were my mouth had 

been, because here we were spending time talking about empowering blacks in positions 

of power and authority and decision-making, and when the opportunity presented itself to 
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me to be one of those people, what could I say? I didn't have a good reason, except fear 

not to agree to do it. Well, I did. I did agree. 

 

LB: What were your fears? 

 

MCCOY: My fear the was unknown of what is really involved in a political campaign. 

Even though Bill had run in 1950 himself, this was before we were married, I didn't – I just 

had not been involved in his campaign, and so didn't really understand all that was involved 

in running a campaign, or being involved in one. Then there was ego, of course. Suppose 

I don't win? I would be so deflated; would I ever be able to hold my head up again? Of 

course, when I look back, I think, “How silly.” It's a risk that you are willing to take, but you 

don’t take it with the idea of “Suppose I lose.” You take it with the attitude that “I'm going 

to win.” and you do everything in your power to win. So, it's a very positive approach to 

campaigning. 

My friends all agreed that if I would be the candidate, they would run the campaign. 

They would raise the money, they would provide the platforms, and they did. It was 

perhaps one of the best-organized campaigns in the city. It was the same year that Mayor 

Neil Goldschmidt ran for city council, and there was no doubt that we had the best-run 

campaigns in the city because they were very heavily – there were very many volunteers. 

They were “labor intensive,” I guess is the expression. People came forward, people I didn't 

know, and some folks I'm meeting today who say, “I worked on your first campaign”, and I 

didn't know that. 

Once there was a creditable black candidate, especially for the school board, there 

were all of those folks willing to get behind that candidate. It was at the time that people 

who had known me because of my involvement with the central committee, but they didn't 

know a lot about me, because it was Bill who was – as a matter of fact, Bill had run for 

election himself, so they were looking at him as a candidate and as a potential, but I was 

just a mother. Isn't that awful? So I now say to people who say, “I'm just” — don't ever say 
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you're “just a mother” or “just a housewife'? it's one of the most important roles in our 

community. 

Without you as a mother the rest of us wouldn't be here. One has to look upon that 

role as a very important one. High prestige, very valuable, and a key to our society That's 

the role of the mother. Well, I'm saying that's the way people looked at me. I was just a 

mother with seven kids. 

 

 
[End of Tape 2, Side 1] 
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MCCOY: When I filed, and had to submit a resume, and people discovered that I even 

had a Master's degree, that was kind of shocking for them. It was also a time when it gave 

people – It was a motivation to get out and work, because they discovered I was a 

creditable candidate. I was intelligent enough to be a school board member. It was a fun 

campaign. 

 

LB: Despite all of your support from the American Friends Service Committee, did you 

ever feel like it might be a handicap to be a black woman in a campaign like that? 

 

MCCOY: No, no, I did not, though my campaign felt that there was going to be an 

issue. I'm not aware of any other black female having run for office before. It happened at 

that point that Judge Mercedes Deiz had been appointed six months prior, and with judicial 

appointments you must run for the office at the next election. She was elected at that time. 

People at that level had become accustomed to her as a judge, and somehow, I don't think 

she had any difficulty either, but I don't think we pay as much attention to judgeship, which 

is not to say anything against her and her campaign. It is a different kind of thing, whereas 

everybody feels that in a school board race, or even a city, county or state office, they own 

you and they really put you through the grind. People are kind of merciless. They almost 

attack you when you're running for office as a volunteer as you will, in a school board race. 

What makes you think you can do X, Y, and Z, or what do you have to offer? I think above 

all else, you have to be strong to withstand the pressures of a campaign, because people 

do feel that if you're running for public office they have a right to treat you however they 

will, and at all times you are expected to be intelligent, articulate, civil, kind, charitable, 

accepting of anything that comes. 

 

LB: What kind of opposition did you have? 
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MCCOY: My opposition was five males. Now to what extent that played a role I don't 

know, I think, but even without bias, it was clear that I was the best candidate in that race 

of six for that particular position. There was no question in my mind that I was simply head 

and shoulders above those men, and obviously the voters decided the same, so that I was 

elected overwhelmingly, despite the fact that there were six of us in the race. It was a very 

interesting thing because even though Bill had campaigned twice before, there was not 

the same degree of interest in a state wide race, or in a citywide race, as there was in a 

school board race. Those were hotly contested races, and there were – I guess you'd call 

them the “good old days,” if “the good old days” were the days when a number of people 

came forward and said, “I want to serve.” I think there were about 24 or maybe there was 

about 28 candidates for the school board and this is a non-paying position. I thought that 

was very healthy. 

The schools are our institutions, and to the extent that people are willing to do the 

hard work and to make the decisions about the level of education, I think it's a strength for 

a community. I think the organization that calls itself Schools for the City, I think they're 

quite right. One of the first things that new industry looks at when it comes into a city is 

what kind of educational institutions do you have? What's the public school like? So, at that 

time, there were lots of people who were interested. There were 72,000 students, and that 

has now decreased so that we're down to 53,000. At that time, there was high interest, 

there was high enrollment, there was money. It was the beginning of the model schools' 

program, and a new superintendent. Superintendent [Robert] Blanchard had just come in 

1969, and I was extremely impressed with him as a new superintendent and looked forward 

to the opportunity to work with him. There was a lot of public interest. 

 

LB: What kind of issues did you work on? 

 

MCCOY: At that time, the superintendent had been brought to Portland, and his 

charge had been in three major areas. One was reorganization; one was desegregation; 
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and a third was fiscal management. His background was in fiscal management for 

education. The issues at that point were to implement as much of the race and education 

report and that was a blue-ribbon committee chaired by Judge Herbert Schwab, and they 

had made a couple of recommendations. The key to the report was that we had to 

desegregate our elementary schools, and there were two ways of doing it. 

One was through the actual physical movement of youngsters, or through 

compensatory education, which was to beef up what the kids had where they were. The 

school board before us determined that it was not politically wise to desegregate, and so 

they chose to do the compensatory education, which was the basis for our model schools' 

program. 

The idea there was, as I understand it, was to pour in money and personnel to do 

whatever you could do with money and personnel to upgrade the quality of education in 

the schools in the model neighborhood, and in fact to develop model schools. They were 

supposed to  be so exemplary that other schools in the district would want to emulate 

them. It was a very expensive process, and a very expensive experiment that was not 

effective. 

It was not effective from a number of points of view. The major one, in my 

perception, was the fact that nothing basically changed in the other environment from 

which kids came. Unlike what happened in Head Start, when we determined we had to 

work as much with the parents as with the children, in order to have there be some 

correlation between the growth here and the growth at home. We didn't do that with 

schools, and so the kids came from an environment at home that plays a major role and 

influence on kids and their learning abilities. That environment was left as was, and they 

poured all of this money into the schools, and it simply didn't work. Plus, the fact, I am 

convinced today, that poverty has its own set of problems. That people who are both poor 

and minorities have a double set of problems, if not more than a double set. 

If anything of a substantial nature is to change in the child's life, the other systems 

have to also change. One of the systems that had to change was that kids needed to be 

in an environment that was different from the one that they had always known. One of the 
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ways to do that, of course, was to bus some of those kids out and at that time we were 

having a tremendous growth in the suburbs, so we had new buildings, and there was space 

in those buildings, whereas the kids in the inner city were in buildings that were older, had 

been there longer, and there was no way to expand them. It was like they were boxed in, 

and one of the things to do was to move some of them out into the spaces in the newer 

buildings, newer facilities, younger teachers, the most updated curriculum, because as you 

bring in new teachers with new training all of those things. 

Plus, and I continue to believe, that in a multi-cultural community it's important for 

people to know how to live in a multi-cultural world, and to learn that at the very earliest 

age. Having come from a segregated community myself, I know about the fears, the 

frustrations, the hostility, if you will, that can be generated from the unknown, and the 

stereotypes that are just part of the air that we breathe. The way to expel that is for people 

to have the experience of living and working together with people who are different from 

themselves, and the value is as strong for the minority and the majority. It was a two-way 

kind of thing. That particular board felt that was a very valuable thing for schools to be 

doing at that time. Even while we were doing it, and realizing that basically it was a one-

way street, the feeling was “let's begin someplace. It made sense to begin to bus the inner: 

city kids out because there was overcrowding. There was the impact of poverty so it was 

like having all of those problems just kind of mulling around in a cauldron with no escape. 

We could do things. One, we could relieve the overcrowding; two, we could begin 

to provide some interracial experiences for both the black and the white kids; three, we 

could begin to have parents interact. We perceived that that was a legitimate thing to do. 

When Dr. Blanchard came, there was a plan that in fact did not really plan to have this one-

sided thing, where the black community would bear the entire brunt of the desegregation 

effort. But because the black community was the worst impacted, for all of those reasons, 

but start there.  

Then we went through three attempts to gain voter approval to implement the 

middle school concept because Portland, even in 1970, was one of less than ten districts 

throughout the country that had the antiquated system that we had, which was a K through 
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8 and a 9 through 12. Part of Dr. Blanchard's reorganization that became known as the Plan 

for the 1970s, was to pay some special attention to that middle-aged kid from grade 5 to 

grade 9. The middle school concept was the way to do that. Through the implementation 

of that plan we would have early childhood centers that would build on the experiences 

we'd had through Head Start and follow through, which had been extremely successful. 

The problem with Head Start was that in many instances there was no follow- 

through, so when the Head Start kids, who had been motivated and stimulated, then went 

into a kindergarten class, with youngsters who had not had that kind of motivation and 

stimulation, they lost ground because they were in many instances not just a head start, 

they were ahead. So, follow-through was a way to fill that gap, so that youngsters went 

from Head Start into follow-through, the attitude being by the time they got to the 4th and 

5th grade they could handle the regular classroom and not lose the gains they'd made 

through here. 

The idea was, let's have those kinds of programs, and let's put those programs — 

the best early childhood centers that can be had anyplace — let's have those in the inner 

city, because it is true today as it was true then, that middle class America will take their 

kids to China if they believe the education they're going to get there is a superior one. 

There would be no hesitation to bring them into the black community. With the middle 

school concept, then, you'd move whole classes of kids who had begun at age five, and 

the parents had to be a part of that — because it was part of the early childhood program 

— that you had to have parent involvement. We learned the value of that in Head Start. 

The parents and the children, then would have gotten accustomed to each other 

across these cultural lines, socio-economic lines. If you moved the whole class together to 

the middle school, where you begin the elementary development here, and then you begin 

the skill-building here, career orientation, and that kind of thing, then we could have open 

enrollment at the high school level and not have the fear of the racial clashes that we had 

experienced when kids who had been separated for eight years suddenly are thrown 

together at the high school level, with all of those stereotypes and fears and 

misconceptions about each other. The plans were that when you can move them from here 
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to here together, by the time you get here, that part would have taken care of itself. You 

had to deal with race relations at the level that kids can deal with it, but it would have 

certainly been sufficient here not to have been a problem at the high school level. 

That didn't work. It didn't work for a number of reasons, one of which is that there 

was a group created called Mothers for Children, and their major thrust was to stop the 

middle school program, because the lady who is the chairman of Mothers for Children, and 

I cannot say for sure that there was never more than just the president and a secretary, but 

my perception is that there never was an organization. It simply is an indication of what 

one person can do if they're so inclined, and are so motivated to do whatever it is, even if 

it's in opposition to what you're proposing. She worked very hard, and obviously gained 

sufficient support to be able to counterbalance. There was a lot of propaganda about the 

fact the middle schools meant that kids were farther away from home, and what we were 

really trying to do was to shove desegregation down their throats. They didn't want any 

part of it. So those levies failed, and then the board set out to find a way to overcome that 

opposition. 

Aside from that piece of philosophical nature, we were also asking for a bundle of 

money in order to renovate those buildings and make them appropriate buildings for 

middle school kids. The early plans even called for swimming pools in some places 

because it was to be a part of a really souped-up physical education program. We may 

have cut our own throats, but we pared those down. We kept cutting back what people 

considered to be fringes to a basic education, and even that failed. It was about that time 

that we began to see a decline because I think a lot of middle-class Portlanders saw the 

middle school as a way for enrichment for that middle-income child, who needed more 

stimulation and challenge. At that point we didn't have a talented and gifted program, 

which we have now. This was going to be a way to help provide something for that kind of 

child. 

We did, then, develop another process that would allow us to find a way to create 

middle schools. Again, mind you, Portland being a progressive city, was still one of a few 

communities throughout the country that did not have some specialized program for the 
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middle-age kid. When you look at that history – and the plan for the 1970s had been 

accepted by the organized groups in the black community because they saw it as a way 

to desegregate the schools and had had a lot of input. 

For instance, the superintendent had proposed that no high school should have a 

greater minority population than 30%. It was through the direct intervention of the 

N.A.A.C.P. [National Association for the Advancement of Colored People], and part of their 

national staff, that that figure was changed to be 15% or 11%, I guess it was. Because they 

pointed out from their experiences that in any community, when you had a minority 

population of 30% or more that it was just a very short time before this, they were the ones 

who recommended we lower that figure to keep the balance down, so that we wouldn't 

go from – Jefferson High School was perhaps the closest we had to an all-black school, 

and it was by no means an all-black school, but the numbers were growing. We saw the 

numbers also growing at Grant, at Washington, and at Roosevelt. No, not Roosevelt. They 

were the schools that were closest to the central heart of the black community. Anyway, it 

was through this process that the plan had been accepted. 

Also, the original plan had four districts, and in the four districts you would have a 

larger proportion of black youngsters in one district, and they said, “No, we don't want that. 

That is antithetical to what we're trying to do.” Then it was pared back to three areas when 

we had the reorganization. The three areas were almost a pie shape, which would allow 

some of this community to be in each — okay that met with a great deal of support from 

everybody, and then the board proceeded to “How do we get the middle schools?” 

At the end of eight years, there had been 20 schools identified as being appropriate 

in terms of their geography and their physical structure. They would be able to 

accommodate gutting and starting from the inside to build the kind of program and 

structure that you needed to accommodate that kind of program. We had identified 20, 

and at the end of eight years I think we had 12 of those in place. We had begun to move 

in that direction. It was at the point that we needed to — the superintendent had proposed 

and the district, ah, the board had agreed — that we would not shift lines back and forth to 

accommodate desegregation, but we would try to do it on the basis of programs. 
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So, we'd begun to do the magnet program, because even then we could see a 

declining enrollment and you could not have a fully comprehensive program, offering 

everything in 14 high schools. It was simply not possible. So we thought, let's keep the 

comprehensive program to the extent that we can, develop magnet programs to which 

kids could co-op, so if you went to Jefferson but you had a strong international relations 

language program at Lincoln, then the kids could go here for their basic subjects, and then 

go to Lincoln in the afternoon or the morning for that magnet. Or, if we had the strong 

performing arts here, then you could do the same thing. We set up something at Cleveland, 

and each high school was given the opportunity to work out a strong magnet in whatever 

they wanted, and the district provided transportation for those kids who wanted to shift 

back and forth. We felt we should not penalize people who couldn't afford that 

transportation because if you're walking to your high school and now your suddenly you've 

got to go over town to participate in the magnet – We provided bus tickets so that was not 

an impediment. From where I sit, the plan was a good plan, but it was a plan for human 

beings, and the best-laid plans sometimes don't work. 

 

LB: How did you move from the school board to the Multnomah County government? 

 

MCCOY: I had a step in between. Mind you, the school board is a volunteer position, 

and I served on that while I was at Clark and at Pacific. When I left Pacific, and I left Pacific 

because they were having, again, a very difficult time. 

People who'd been on that faculty for five years had not received any increase in 

salary for five years, and I was there for three with no increase in salary. The cost of 

everything was going up and up and up. The bus fare went up so that in the process of 

reorganizing the campus schedule, we went from a curriculum that allowed me to go three 

days a week to one that would require me to be there five days a week. That was an 

increase in bus fare; it meant I was spending 15 hours a week on the bus because it took 

me an hour to get out there and I was not willing to spend that much time and additional 

money, with no increase in my salary. Even though I enjoyed it immensely, I ultimately 
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decided that there had to be a better way. My own children were growing up, and their 

needs were increasing, and I simply couldn't afford to stay at Pacific. 

So, for 10 months I was not employed and at the end of 10 months I was ready to 

pull my hair out. It was great, after a while, because I was able to spend a lot of time with 

schools at that time. I spent days riding the bus with the children who had to ride from the 

inner city outside. I visited a number of schools; I was in the board office; I did a lot of stuff 

for the board, but I began to still find that I had more time on my hands, and I needed to 

be employed. 

During that interim I was deeply involved in the Straub campaign, and at the end of 

that campaign, which was successful for him, I was invited to play the role of the 

ombudsman. While I was thinking that he needed to have that kind of presence, I had in 

mind, myself, talking about it during the campaign staff meetings, I was talking about in 

terms of having the governor's presence in Portland, because it is the major city, and the 

fact that state government was a long way away, and if you had someone who represented 

the governor in the city accessible, it would be just a plus for him. Even when I was saying 

that, I was not aware of the ombudsman it's a strange word, didn't have a lot of meaning 

to a lot of people, because they didn't even pronounce it, but that was what I was talking 

about. So, when they were reorganizing his staff, I was invited to come to do that. 

Even then, I went in and I said to the governor, “I would be pleased to do that, but 

you need to know that I'm also looking at the Board of County Commissioners”, because 

somebody – did somebody retire? Somebody retired. Don Clark became the chairman, 

and there was a vacancy. I thought that would be just a super position to be in, particularly 

after having been a volunteer at that policy-making level. 

So, I applied, and came and threw my hat in the ring here, and there were those 

people who thought I had a fairly good chance because I had talked with three people 

who said they would support me, one of them being Dan Mosee. Dan had not said, “Yes, I 

will support you,” but what he had said is, when I was chatting with him at a democratic 

meeting, he said, “You know, I never thought there was a woman who was capable of 

being a county commissioner before you, but I could support you as a County 
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Commissioner. I think you'd be very good.” Mistakenly, I took that as an endorsement, and 

I talked with two other people who had said, “Yes, I don't have any problem with your 

candidacy,” and “Yes, I would support you.” 

So I thought my chances of getting that position were very good and that's why I 

said to the governor when I went in to talk to him about being the ombudsman, “You need 

to know that should I get this, I would not be available to do the ombudsman thing.”  

He said, “I think that would be very good; I think you'd make a good commissioner, 

and we'll wait and see.” He even wrote me a letter that said “Should you not get that 

position; I want you to know I would be happy to have on my staff and I think you are” — 

he had a couple of qualifying things — that were very warming at that time. They were 

extremely positive strokes, because there I am, I'm out in the job market, looking for a 

position, which I'd not had to do before. I'd never had to go out job hunting, and it's kind 

of scary. So, I was feeling like I had the world by the tail, because I had the governor saying, 

“If you don't get that, you can have this,” and feeling very confident that I was going to get 

this, and I didn't because Dan had, in fact, said to [Glenn Otto?], “I will support you for this 

position.” 

When I called him on that (Dan's always calling everybody “Honey”), he says “Well, 

Honey, I didn't know you really wanted to serve on the board, and I promised my vote to 

[Glenn Otto?], and, of course, once I give my word,” he says, “I'll stick by it 'til Hell freezes 

over.” So, I then didn't know whether I had another supporter or not. The other person 

would be Alice Corbett.  

We had to wait it out. The Board reach an impasse. There were several of us who 

could only get two votes. Nobody could get three votes, and finally the chairman just said 

to Alice and – I'm sorry, I can't remember who the other person was, “I'm going to make 

you a committee of two. Go out and bring us in a recommendation, and whoever can get 

three votes I'll support them.” [Dennis Buchanan?} was appointed. So even though I was 

disappointed, it was not as devastating as it might have been because I knew that I had 

the governor's office still in my pocket.  
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I went to work for the governor in February. All of this took place in December and 

January, and I went to work in February of 1975 as the first woman ombudsman. As it turned 

out, I perceived it to be a social work position. 

 

 [End of Tape 2, Side 2] 
  



McCoy  SR 9045 
 

47 
 

Tape 3, Side 1 
1981 June 22 

 
 

LB: Commissioner McCoy, can you tell me what kinds of issues you dealt with as state 

ombudsperson? 

 

MCCOY: The basic rule of the ombudsperson is to substitute, really, for the Governor. 

People came to the Capitol with the idea that their problems were so immense that only 

the governor could handle them. Obviously, the governor would not be able to handle all 

the complaints that would come to him, and so that was the purpose of the ombudsman: 

to respond to concerns and complaints and questions that citizens have about state 

government. The office was always housed as part of the governor's office, and each 

governor from Governor McCall chose to continue that position. 

The kinds of things that we dealt with were things straight across the board — every 

conceivable kind of problem that a person would have — from some that were kind of 

comical – For instance, a family came to us to get either a cow returned or to get the price 

of the cow because they'd bought an animal that had wandered away, and they assumed 

that it became part of the flock for the penitentiary farm and that it just got butchered with 

all of the other animals that were being butchered. They were so thoroughly convinced 

that that's where their search led them, that there was no question in their mind. Well, of 

course, you can't just go paying people back for their own judgment about something like 

that, so we did go quite thoroughly through it because the family was really intent. 

They'd brought this animal to provide meat for the winter, and now it was gone, and 

they were sure it was there and they should be reimbursed or should get their cow back. 

We didn't get the cow back, of course, because there was no way for the penitentiary to 

convince us that their system was not foolproof. For instance, they have to keep a very 

close tab on every animal that's slaughtered. There's a number and a date for the 

slaughtering, and there's a tag on the cows' ears to match that. Even though they went 

down the line, they were convinced there was no way they could have gotten an animal 
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that was not theirs. It was a sad thing, because the family was so convinced that they were 

right, and where to go after that? There was no place to go. So, we'd have something like 

that. 

I think a thing in the middle, where we did have some jurisdiction, was for musicians 

to play for a restaurant, and the issue was where they employed by the restaurant or were, 

they employed by the lead person, and who was responsible for collecting the taxes? As 

it turned out, the criteria for making that decision was pretty thorough, but after so long a 

time. This was generally what happened when a person would go to an agency, they would 

just lock horns almost, and they would cease to hear each other, so it was necessary for a 

third objective person to listen to both sides and try to make some judgment about it. In 

this instance, it was a matter of having someone else review the criteria, listen to the issues 

as presented by both sides, and find what seemed mutually acceptable middle ground. 

We were able to, in that instance, determine that the musicians were right, and that they 

were entitled to a refund, because of the difference in the nature of the taxation. 

Then there are others that are purely information: where do I go to get a Blue Book? 

One would think that one would call for the information, but by the same token, you call 

the governor's office for anything and everything pertaining to state government, even 

something like that, so we found ourselves dividing our work into strictly informational, 

strictly referrals, and investigative. The ones we investigated were by and large situations 

that did not seem to have a good solution as far as the agency was concerned and we 

wanted to be sure that the citizens did get a response, and then we would spend our time 

investigating. You can see how it would be impossible - 

There would never be a staff big enough to investigate every complaint, so we 

spent a lot of time working with agencies. We were sometimes condemned for that, 

because people felt that we needed to be the ones to go out and do the actual check, but 

even from a logical point of view that didn't make a lot of sense, because you have an 

agency with the staff, and common sense says you give the agency the first opportunity to 

solve the problem. If they could not or would not, then it was necessary to have us 

intervene. At least give them a chance. Developing a good working relationship with the 
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agencies I felt was critical to getting the best service for the clients because the agency 

believed that we were not there to put them down, but rather to try and solve a problem. 

So, that I would say the cooperation was really excellent, and I felt we were much more 

productive, in that we could get that much more done, whereas, I think there's another 

point of view that say, you assume that the agency's always wrong, and you go after them.  

You could also find fairly quickly your source of information to be cut off, and you 

would not be able to be effective at all. It was very important, one, that I made myself 

known to each of the agency people when I arrived on the scene. I sent a letter from the 

governor's office suggesting the importance he held the position to be, and then we 

worked with them. It was an enjoyable role because I enjoy helping folks and I find that the 

kind of position is necessary in government wherever you are at whatever level. 

 

LB: Your last statement in our last interview was, “As it turned out, I perceived it to be a 

social work position.” 

 

MCCOY: Yes, I did remember that I'd said that, but I think it is indeed a social work 

position. You see yourself as a change agent in the best interest of the — we called them 

clients — whomever. We found — not that often — but we did find, that over time, state 

employees felt free to come to us for help, so we did help a few people even inside the 

government. I think that's important, too. State employees are people, and they have 

problems with agencies. 

 

LB: You moved from state ombudsperson to the Multnomah… 

 

MCCOY: Actually there was a year in-between. I'd resigned from my position with the 

state in December of 1977 and I needed to work in Portland because at that point I had 

announced that I was going to run for the County Commission. I did not feel that I could 

campaign effectively from Salem, so I came to Portland looking for a job for a year. It was 

very interesting. I said this to the people at the Northwest Lab, and other staff members 
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couldn't get over my absolute assurance that I was only going to be there for a year, and 

yet I was convinced I would win my election. It worked out very well, but I was amused at 

the end of it when I did win and people were saying, “Gosh, you really meant it, didn't you, 

that you were only going to be here for a year!” 

 

LB: What kind of work did you do at the Northwest Lab? 

 

MCCOY: My title was program coordination specialist. You get big titles in lieu of 

money. [Laughs] It was a new role, and I was assistant to the program – what was his title? 

He was a program manager. The Northwest Regional Education Lab is just that, it's a 

regional laboratory that provided expertise and skills for education at every level, for 

government, for business, for industry but primarily education. There were eight Western 

states in the region. My job was by and large to try and systematize the variety of things 

that were being done in this particular section. There had not been a person in that position 

before. It took several months before everybody understood, and I think I left with a lot of 

people still wondering what I was all about. 

One of the projects that I did coordinate was — because Alaska was a part of the 

region in the region and Alaska is deeply involved into programs to enhance the quality 

and level of education for its population, it is unique, in its distance, in its climate, and a lot 

of other factors. There were a lot of projects going on there and very often you would have 

a lot of people from the Lab meeting in the airport not even knowing the other person was 

going there, so we looked at the cost. Even though each program paid its travel costs, we 

were trying to determine if there would not be some way to reduce the travel cost, if in 

fact, people were aware of what other people were doing, and maybe this person who was 

going up could do something for this person, and it would not have to be there. Also, it 

seemed people felt the perception of the Lab was that it was not together, because 

someone would ask Joe about a program that John was working on in Alaska, and Joe 

wouldn't have the foggiest notion about that. That didn't make a lot of sense because the 

Lab was not that big. So, the idea was to see if we could not develop some kind of a 
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coordinated program and save money as well as help people be informed, and perhaps 

help the image of the Lab. 

Among other things, we developed a system whereby everybody who was going 

to Alaska had to come through me — they didn't have to come through me, but they had 

to at least let me know when they were going, so I put a calendar outside my door, and I 

would be able to put, then, who was going, where they were going, what date they were 

going, and when they would return, and the program. Which meant that anyone else going 

to Alaska would be able to come and look at that, and see if there would be any way they 

could — during the time I was there, I was only personally aware of about three times when 

the calendar made a difference but just the travel alone – If you could save travel three 

times, that was significant because there was a sizeable budget being spent on travel to 

Alaska. The other piece of that was to have a monthly forum so that all the people who 

travelled to Alaska could get together at a brown bag and systematically we shared the 

programs we were involved in, so that everybody knew what everybody else was doing. 

A second project that I did was to develop a retrieval system after compiling all of 

the products that had been completed by the lab in the last five years. There were many, 

many projects: there was an Indian project; there was a food services project; there were 

desegregation projects, there were basic ed projects — a variety of things that at the 

conclusion of the project itself there would be a document — a product of some sort- yet 

there was no way of tracking those in any kind of fashion. It was a matter of going through 

the archives and determining everything that had been produced in the last five years, 

putting it on a punch card, and then developing a system where you could say, “I want to 

know about the handicapped program in Alaska in 1978.” You'd be able to use an ice pick 

device to bring up all of those things. It would be a process of elimination, because maybe 

you'd get everything in Alaska in handicapped and then you'd have to go to the date. That 

I just about concluded when I left at the end of 1978. 

 

LB: Were you able, then to carry on your campaign while you were working? 
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MCCOY: Yes, I was. That was the whole point. What they did was put me on an hourly 

basis, so when I worked, I got paid; when I didn't work, I didn't get paid. Nobody worried 

about it; everybody understood that that was the agreement. Everybody kept their own 

time sheet and turned them in. It worked out very nicely. 

 

LB: Tell me about the campaign. What kind of issues were involved? 

 

MCCOY: It was a very interesting campaign. One, because there were 12 candidates, 

and some of them were fairly well-known. I had the feeling from the time that the 

registration ended, even with the 12 candidates, I didn't believe that any of the candidates 

could beat me in the city of Portland, so I went on that assumption. It was a heavy campaign 

because we had a former state legislator as one of the candidates, a young lady in the 

county who was endorsed by both the newspapers, which was very interesting because I 

had just concluded eight years of volunteer service with the Portland School Board, and 

this lady was brand new in town by comparison. She'd been here like six years and was a 

council person out in east county. It's always a little hard to have the other person get the 

endorsements.  

What it does prove, however, and even though everybody knows this, you will like 

to get them. Endorsements do not make or break candidates. It's much more than that. In 

spite of the fact that I did not have those two endorsements of the major papers, I won 

handily. A lot of coffees, a lot of — not as many candidate fairs as I had anticipated. As a 

matter of fact, I would think that three would – I don't think I participated in more than two 

candidate fairs, if two. That's by comparison with the time that I ran for school board, when 

there was something like 14. My second term on the school board was not opposed so I 

didn't have to campaign very hard, though I did take advantage of the opportunity for 

forums to talk about the issues. 

I didn't spend a lot of money so I had to base my perceptions of what the campaign 

would be like on my previous experiences. It was unique in that people did not really know 

a lot about county government, and so I found myself working really very hard talking a lot. 
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Because I enjoy people, and because I was intent on winning the race, I didn't mind 

working very hard. Besides, philosophically I say that I can take untold pain as long as I 

know it isn't going to last forever. Plus, after having seven babies, I don't believe there's 

any pain any worse than the pain of giving birth, but even that pain is bearable, and I was 

able to say, when the seventh baby was born, that pain lasts such a short period of time, 

there's really no reason to have an anesthesia, and it was a wonderful experience. 

Getting back to the campaign — the pain of the campaign! It really was not that 

painful. I said that I worked very hard, just because I think there were a lot of people who 

were interested to know more about the county government, 'cause people really didn't 

know that much. And, because there were a number of issues on the ballot that people 

wanted to talk about, this provided an opportunity. 

If you recall, we were talking about redistricting, and whether the terms of office 

should be two years or four years, and whether people should – I think the revenue bonds 

were on, and the separation of powers — there were a lot of county issues that people 

were anxious to talk about. One of the things that I learned, again, was that when you're 

outside, campaigning, things look one way. When you're privileged to be inside and privy 

all the facts, they look entirely different. It says to me that – At that point I was an outsider. 

Now that I'm an insider I think it will be possible to do a different kind of campaign, to really 

talk about the way things are, from a knowledge base. I'm kind of looking forward to the 

next campaign. 

 

LB: I'm interested — did your husband play any kind of a role in your campaign at all? 

 

MCCOY: My husband has been extremely supportive, and of course, had he not been, 

I would not have run. I somehow feel that my family is a priority, and anything that was 

going to jeopardize the harmony of that family is not worth it, even to participate in 

government. Once I had decided that I wanted to do this, and I wanted to do it because I 

wanted to move from the ombudsman to a county position, for several reasons. 
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One was that I felt that after that much time I was able to make my own decisions, 

and yet as state ombudsman, I did have to reflect and to be sensitive to the governor's 

position; in some instances, we differed. That was not a major problem, but it was a concern 

that was always lurking in the background, because anything that you do when you're 

working for someone else is a reflection on that person, even though you may have 

decided you are your own person and the appointing authority, and all that sort of good 

thing. 

The other thing was that there were a number of problems that came that were of 

a local nature, and yet there was no mechanism here to take care of them. We could — 

and I did — work out a fairly good working relationship with a number of county 

commissioners, the problems were of a county nature, so we always tried to find some 

response for the person, instead of saying, “I'm sorry, that's not a state issue.” We would 

try to plug them up with someone at the county level or the city level who could help them. 

So, I found that aside from being prepared to make my own decisions, that there was a 

need for this kind of response at the county level. I wanted to be back in the local 

community so let's go for it. I've not regretted it. 

 

LB: Were you able to perceive problem areas as state ombudsperson, problems in 

county government, that you thought you might… 

 

MCCOY: Well, basically, the same as just having someone who would respond to 

citizen complains at the county level. We do have a lot of that so when I came aboard, I 

knew that one of the things that I wanted a person to do was to be a community rep. That 

was the person to whom people could bring problems pertaining to the county at any 

departmental level and find a solution to it. I realized also that I would not be able to do 

that myself so it was necessary to find someone else who would do that. I was able to 

make it clear that that was a priority because sometimes – as a matter of fact, more 

instances than not, the only personal contact that a person may have with county is through 

the complaint process, and the kind of treatment you receive at that level determines your 
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attitude about your government, good or bad. I thought that piece was extremely critical, 

and there should be a very sensitive person, someone who was committed to helping, in 

that role. 

As I think back over my experience at state [government], and try to remember the 

kinds of issues that came, I think if I were to characterize them, they would be in a couple 

of general areas. One was traffic, not so much traffic violations but abandoned cars, some 

traffic citations, some DUIIs that were of a county nature. The other one was animal control, 

which is very interesting because being at the county now, I am still able to say that if I had 

10 complaints, at least six of them would be on animal control. Very interesting. 

 

LB: What's being done may I ask? 

 

MCCOY: Our animal control has been under a lot of stress of late, because one: we 

looked at our ordinance pertaining to fees, and as we were deliberating over the ordinance 

a lot of people came in to complain about a lot of other things pertaining to animals. We've 

just hired a new person. I guess that person has been on I'm thinking not quite a year, and 

she came, of course, with her own ideas; her own background; and her own philosophy 

about how an animal center should be run. The people who had had problems with our 

whole animal control system did not really care that she hadn’t been here long enough; 

they just came down with those fees. As a result of that, a number of things have been 

happening. 

She has been able to develop a small working committee made up of some of the 

complainers, the animal lovers, other animal shelter folks, who have been able to help her 

work out a policy for adoptions. The people who tended to have been the biggest 

complainers were the folks who would complain our — they felt that the basic philosophy 

was to kill as many animals as possible. The method of killing was total unacceptable to 

them. Now we've changed the method of euthanizing and have worked out a different 

system for adoptions, encouraging people to adopt.  
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Just recently they have been able to develop a different system for people to buy 

their licenses. You can buy licenses at veterinarian’s clinics. That generated a problem 

because somebody who had been selling licenses and giving shots for a long time had his 

license pulled, and was a little unhappy about that, so I think we've been able to work that 

out. 

The biggest problem is unattended dogs. Barking dogs. Mostly unattended dogs. 

People don't feel safe in their own yards because other folks having animals that are not 

taken care.  Not responsible pet owners. That's probably going to continue being an issue 

as long as there are animals. I'm not sure that anything we can do in animal control will 

ever totally solve that problem, but I think a more responsive adoption program, and an 

education program to help people become more responsible pet owners is a good step. 

 

 [End of Tape 3, Side 1] 
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LB: What other issues have you worked on besides animal control? I wasn't necessarily 

thinking of complaints, just general issues facing the county that you were... 

 

MCCOY: There've been a number of people who have come to say I have this and 

that kind of skill or expertise and I'd certainly like to be called to serve the county. I'd like 

a contract. You get the general kinds of complaints. We have complaints of people who 

believe that the county has some power over utilities, welfare clients. The county is not 

really in the welfare business anymore; it’s strictly a state program. While there is a 

committee that oversees and keeps up with what happens at welfare, any complaints that 

would come would have to go to the state. During this past winter, even though we had a 

very mild winter, we had a couple of calls from people about their utilities being turned off. 

It's true at the county the same as it is in the state that often people don't give you 

all the facts so you go off with your ambition to help and find when you get the other side 

of the story there is a piece missing and it isn't as it was portrayed to you. That continues 

to happen, and we continue to at least smile about the fact that that's a reality, but that's 

also human. The person who comes for help just wants to help, and may not perceive that 

the little detail they left out is kind of an important detail. Sometimes maybe they think it's 

not important, but sometimes maybe they think they don't need to know that, and it 

happens to be the critical factor. We've had several people come and ask for assistance 

with someone who's been put in our jail upstairs. 

We had an instance recently which has taken an inordinate amount of time on a 

lady who had a restaurant, and she was having some trouble with various and sundry 

places where you had to get permits. It's a matter of tracking those folks down. Now I 

started out with this because it seemed from a commonsense point of view what we really 

need to do is get these people from the county and this lady together, and sit down and 

figure out what the problems are, write them down, who's to do what, and go from there. 
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When we got that piece, we just discovered that there were several other layers down that 

had to do with other agencies aside from the county. Then I did turn that over to a staff 

person who had to track down where all the pieces led. I'm not sure at this moment 

whether that has been totally solved or not. Some of them take longer than others. 

 

LB: There seems to be talk periodically of consolidation of city-county.... 

 

MCCOY: Ah, yes. That is now my pet swan song. I think that it's extremely important 

today, when government is experiencing the kinds of shortfalls it is experiencing, that we 

at least consider consolidation, either in its entirety, both governments, or some pieces 

that we both have for our various jurisdictions. 

It only makes common sense because when you realize that we are the government 

for something like, on the conservative side, 160,000 people, and yet there are 620,000 

people in the entire county, the rest of it being cities, incorporated cities. It doesn't make 

a lot of sense when we have this whole big administration and we are the government for 

that piece out there. I'm not saying that I know we can have economies; I have a feeling 

that we can, but I'm saying that it is indefensible of us not to explore either of those pieces 

or the entire thing. 

Just off the top of my head I can recall that we have both a public safety, and that's 

a very expensive department — public safety is part of our justice services. Justice services 

now is using over 50% of our budget for the rest of the county. That's a lot. I don't know 

what it is for the city, but we're getting those figures together. 

The city has a very sophisticated parks system. We have, aside from the regional 

parks, a very embryonic park system. I have a feeling that there would be a lot of sharing 

we could do to enhance the importance of parks, both for city and county. Even though 

some people would say at this point, because our park system is not developed, sell the 

land and use the money. Well, we can't do that. We mustn't do that because once the land 

is sold and it's used for other purposes, you can never recapture it for open spaces. It's 

important to the livability of the community that we have open spaces. When you look at 
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our parks, they are anything but. As a matter of fact, I was just appalled at one piece that I 

said, “This is a park, spelled FARM,” because it was. It was land that had been designated 

a park, but had never been developed, and somebody was farming it I have a feeling that 

there is a legitimate lease there, and the man is – he's using it with permission, but 

nevertheless it's called a park, and if you look on a map, you'd see park. There were many 

others where they were simply extensions of people's backyards, and the county keeps 

them up. That doesn't make any sense either when you're having to cut back. We did cut 

back and so I fear – I don't know what's going to happen. I don't know whether they'll 

become nuisances, or whether those people are going to go out and take care of them 

themselves. I don't know what's going to happen. There is a proposal that we have a parks 

commission, but nevertheless – public safety, parks, planning, permits, road systems. We 

don't do fire; that a separate service district. I could immediately rattle off at least 12 

functions that we both do. It doesn't make any sense. 

It's a matter of exploring once again, in view of what's happening in the 1980s, 

whether this makes sense or not. Mayor Ivancie has said that it was a priority for him. I 

don't know. We've talked generally about it, but we've not done anything in depth. Don 

Clark has said, “Yes, it makes sense, we ought to look at it again.” As I've chatted with 

people who served on the last task force that we created by the state, I hadn't realized 

that, but the state put up some $100,000 for a two-year study of consolidation. Then there 

were three other pieces going on at the same time. One of the pieces was with public 

safety, and I don't believe anything came of any of those. It was defeated, and I'm saying 

so what? Things change, and in six years things could have changed considerably. 

One thing, for sure. That is we're spending over $2,000,000 for the administration 

of city and county government. Well over $2,000,000. We could cut back on that, I'm sure. 

It may mean somebody's going to lose their job, which is always a problem, but if you are 

after economy and efficiency in government then we have to look at consolidation. The 

people who were supportive are still very supportive and the people who were opposed 

are still very opposed, but there may be new folks to be gathered on the support side and 

now's the time for us to see if they're out there. 
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LB: How have you worked with your colleagues on the commission? 

 

MCCOY: That is a study in human dynamics because each individual is an individual 

with a philosophy of government, with a philosophy about people, about relationships, and 

of course we all come from different backgrounds so you would expect there to be these 

wide differences. There is not the kind of teamwork that I would have anticipated. It 

appears that everybody kind of goes off on his or her own kicks. Not to the detriment, I 

think, but I just, from my perspective, feel that if our whole trust is how do we operate the 

county in the most cost effective and efficient manner, then we would do a great deal more 

sharing of ideas. But it doesn't work that way. Often it appears a battle of one-upmanship. 

The budget time is the time when it is most apparent whose agenda prevails, and it's 

interesting. 

 

LB: Is there a reason for this, do you think? 

 

MCCOY: There are individual reasons, and I think you'd have to ask each individual, 

how do you do what you do, or why do you feel the way you feel, or why do you operate 

the way you operate. You'd almost have to ask each person that. 

 

LB: I think in an earlier interview I asked if you had ever encountered any discrimination 

because you've been a woman, or indeed a black woman. Have you had any kind of – 

anything like that happen when you've been in this position? 

 

MCCOY: You know, I don't know whether this is a plus or minus for me, but I choose 

to – I'm not looking for those things, and I think maybe I try to reason, I try to find other 

reasons for the way people act or the reasons they act the way they act, other than that 

they're discriminating against me because I'm a black or a female. That may be called a 

“cop out,” but I think we each have to find our way to cope, and I think it is possible for one 
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to be constantly looking over your shoulder because of the history of discrimination, and 

I'm not sure that I would be able to change the person who chooses to discriminate against 

me so I choose to not place my value on it. I have to do what I have to do regardless of 

how other people feel about me. 

I think it is true that unless you're able to influence at least two other people, you 

don't get things done; but I'm not particularly hung up over the fact that I didn't think of 

getting that done. I think if it's a good idea, I can support it, whether I thought of it or 

somebody else thought of it. If it's not a good idea, then I won't support it. I don't think of 

anything immediately that says I want – yes, I do. I wanted something very badly, and I did 

not get the support of my colleagues. One that immediately comes to mind was in 

developing our legislative package. We had fairly good unanimity in establishing what our 

priorities are, but one of the issues that came out of elections was that if we eliminated 

ballot slogans and the rotation of names, we could save something close to $150,000. 

Well, I was invited to go down to the legislature to a hearing and to speak in defense 

of the removal of those things. I asked my colleagues – we had talked about both of those 

things earlier and I think that there was a fairly strong position in opposition to the removal 

of slogans and rotation. But after our fellow from elections made his case, I thought, you 

know, that doesn't make any sense for us, when we're talking about laying people off, 

cutting services for us to continue to pay that kind of money just to rotate our names. I 

could get absolutely no support at all. None. It was 4-1. 

There was another issue where I made a couple of impassioned pleas and that was 

to save an aging coordinator position. I was not able to get any support for that, and I'm 

still working on that primarily because aging is one of my special populations. I have a very 

strong feeling about being an advocate for seniors, for the handicapped, and for other 

dependents who by and large are in the human services. I know that it is not particularly 

sexy or jazzy to go around advocating for those; you don't get many brownie points for 

that; you don't even get much recognition for that. It's the big issues that are flashing — the 

big fiscal issues — ways to change things internally, or whatever. That's fine, and it's a good 

thing we have people who are into those things, but I just happen to be a “people person,” 
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and so I fee, very strongly about being an advocate and standing up as an advocate for 

my special population. I felt we've come a long way in developing viable programs for 

seniors and that we also come a long way in working out a good working relationship 

between the city and the county. 

These human programs were merged in 197^ in anticipation of consolidation at that 

time, and so we have the city/county commission on aging; the city/county metropolitan 

human relations; metropolitan youth commission; metropolitan arts. 

I felt that that position – It had been hired originally as a one-time only just to get us 

on some solid foundation in working with the city on aging programs. We had just gotten 

to a point last year where we felt needed to continue that position. Now, with al, the things 

that are happening locally and statewide, it's even more important as far as aging services 

are concerned, to keep an aging coordinator. My colleagues saw that position as one 

where you could lop off $20,000, and they lopped it off, so now I'm trying to find a strategy 

to get it back into the budget. 

 

LB: You had really a fairly comprehensive career in a relative short time, in government 

and politics. How would you summarize your career? Is there anything... 

 

MCCOY: I don't know. I don't know how one would summarize it, except let me try. I 

think you have to go back, again, to one's philosophy for living, and basically my philosophy 

is I was born to serve some good purpose on this earth. In my quest for determining what 

that is, I think it has to do with people. I am convinced that we are as we are seen, which 

may sometimes be different from what we really are, or the way we see ourselves. And so, 

as I look back over my life, and the fact that I married the kind of person I married, there 

has to be something before that, there has to be something I gathered from my 

environment before I was old enough to get married, that led me to this kind of person as 

a lifetime spouse, so that I am always trying to tie all of these pieces together. 

I do feel very strongly that the highest calling you have is to serve your fellow human 

beings, and if whatever you do, your fellow man beings are not better off as a result of 
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what you do, you shouldn't do it — it's not worth doing. Because I see that as the core of 

my being, then I think it follows that I should have had a large family. I think there is no 

greater role than the role of a mother. There's no greater giving than to give of yourself to 

your children because heaven only know that there is no end to giving with children and 

the goal is that you give not only of the physical caring but you give a sense of being and 

a sense of sharing. To marry a person who shared that philosophy is kind of part of the 

overview. Then to go into activities that allow you to continue that philosophy is important, 

and is a part of my continued being. It is a motivation for my feeling strongly about being 

an advocate. 

I say to myself when I think about it, what's life going to be like for you 10 years from 

now because I will not want to run for office forever. I think the time comes when you move 

on as I have found in some of the other things I've done. So when I am no longer willing to 

run for office, what other kind of thing can I do that allows me to continue to give, to share, 

because I think there is genuine happiness in giving. One has to believe that, otherwise it 

doesn't work; it doesn't work for somebody to just tell you that. You have to believe it, and 

I believe that, so I believe my happiest moments have been when my children were 

smaller, not that they are not happy moments now, because they're people; and you can 

relate to them as adults; you can talk together; you can share ideas; you can do things 

together that you did differently when they were more dependent. 

Having some of the awards I have gotten has been a validation of my philosophy. 

In 1973 when I was one of the women of accomplishment, it was in the area of human 

relations. When I went to graduate school and received the Charlotte Chapman Turner 

Award, it was for a person who was pursuing a career in human relations. When I was 

chosen Oregon Mother of the Year, I think that was part of it. People put together my 

portfolio and the kinds of human efforts that I'd expended, and aside from having a large 

family, I see all of those things as a possible validation of what I perceived as my philosophy 

for being. 
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LB: Do you think it's unusual for a woman to be as vigorous as you've been in your 

activities and still maintain your role as mother and wife? 

 

MCCOY: No, but it may be that somehow I don't see that as being unique. I think it's 

probably not unique; it's just what I've managed to be in the public eye, whereas there are 

many, many, many more who are doing many more things who are just not in the public 

eye. When I went to school with seven children all in school, and I went to school fulltime, 

some folks thought that was quite a feat, and I wasn't smart enough to know that there was 

not just – everybody did it. 

I continued to hear from people who were willing to say, “Gosh, I looked at you and 

I know if you could do that with seven children surely I could do it with one or two.” I 

perceive that some people thought that was something extraordinary. I didn't realize that 

it was. 

 

LB: Is there anything you would like to add to this permanent record? 

 

MCCOY: The one thing I think I would want to add to any permanent record would be 

a note to both women and blacks and that is: your attitude can make the difference. If you 

think you can, you can; if you think you can't, it doesn't matter about the resources, you 

can't do it. Only the individual can determine, and I sincerely believe with my whole heart 

and soul that people are capable of doing what they really want to do, if they want to do it 

bad enough. Neither sex nor race are impediments if you determine they aren't going to 

be. 

 

LB: I want to thank you very much for taking this time to record your oral history memoir 

for the Oregon Historical Society. Thank you very much, Commissioner McCoy. 

 
 

[End of Tape 3, Side 2] 
 [End of Interview] 
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