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ORAL HISTORY OF MARYANN SACCOMANDO FREEDMAN
FIRST INTERVIEW
July 17, 2007

This is the first interview of the oral history of Maryann Saccomando Freedman which is being
taken on behalf of Women Trailblazers in the Law, a project of the American Bar Association
Commission on Women in the Profession. It is being conducted by Sharon Stem Gerstman on
July 17, 2007.
Ms. Gerstman:

This is your life Maryann Saccomando Freedman. As we discussed, it seemed
to make some sense to start at the beginning of your life and I know that you
will remember where you were born.

Ms. Freedman:

I don't remember being born but I know where was born.

Ms. Gerstman:

Why don't you describe it.

Ms. Freedman:

OK. I was born at home in a 4th floor walk-up at 222 Cherry Street, Buffalo,
NY. Which is in, what we call the Fruit Belt, which is today covered by Route
33, the Kensington Expressway and you have to drive over that to go
downtown, depending upon where you are coming from and every time I
come from that direction, I kind of try to see where the spot was. The building
was a brick building. It had a grocery store on the first floor that my father's
uncle and his family owned and operated and then various family lived on the
second and third floors and we lived on the fourth floor.

Ms. Gerstman

And was it ordinary to be born at home?
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Ms. Freedman:

At that time, in the immigrant community, in the Italian immigrant
community, that is the only one I can speak for, it was very common to be
born at home. It was probably a very rare situation for a child to be born in a
hospital because the immigrant view of hospitals is that is where you go to
die. My mother was always very proud that she was attended by a physician
as well as a midwife. I was born late in the afternoon in time to welcome my
father home from work.

Ms. Gerstman:

OK; why don't we get the date.

Ms. Freedman:

September 12, 1934.

Ms. Gerstman:

You were the third.

Ms. Freedman:

I was the third of three children. I have two older brothers who are ten and
eight years older than I, so they would have been eight and ten when I was
born. Actually nine and ten, because of when their birthdays fall. They are
eighteen months apart.

Ms. Gerstman:

And if we sort of go backwards from there, what did you know about your
brothers' lives up until that moment in time.

Ms. Freedman:

My brothers' lives. Well, I know that the older of my brothers, did not speak
English and did not learn English until he started school and, at that point, he
and my mother learned English together. I know that he was very upset and
carried with him (he is still living) great humiliation. In one of the primary
grades, I don't know which one, but a play was being produced and he had a
line or lines which required him to use the word, "vegetable" and he
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pronounced it veg-i-TA-ble, which was the Italian pronunciation and the role
was taken away from him because of that mispronunciation. I wasn't there. It
was probably magnified in his memory but it clearly had an effect on him that
lasted all his life in terms of his willingness to speak, what was for us, our
native tongue and I think his general understanding and compassion for
immigrant groups who had difficulty with the language. My other brother,
who was eighteen months younger than Jack. My brothers' names are
Giacomo (known as Jack) and Salvatore (known as Sam). The only thing
really about Sam, as young children, before I was born, is that he was very
bright and skipped second grade. That was something unheard of at that time.
The upshot of that is that they were always in the same grade at school up to
the time they got out of high school, when they both went into military
service. That was World War II. They lived in a series of two or three
different homes. There was a fire in one of them. All of that, in fact, I think it
was the fire that led to our moving into that house on Cherry Street, where I
was born.
Ms. Gerstman:

I know that you have lots of stories about your parents, about where they came
from and how they met each other. Why don't we keep on going backwards.

Ms. Freedman:

OK

Ms. Gerstman:

How did they meet?

Ms. Freedman:

Well, actually, they met in this country. They were both, however, from the
same town in Sicily - a little town called Racalmuto, which is about twenty
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minutes away from Agrigento. People who travel to Sicily are familiar with
the Valley of the Temples of Agrigento. Its about a fifteen-twenty minute ride
from there. The town, today, has about 10,000 inhabitants. There are more
people from that town living in Hamilton, Ontario today; more recent
immigrants than living in that town. My father comes from a line of
blacksmiths. That was his trade and his art and skill. My mother's family, the
men, and her father, were largely barbers. Both of my parents attended school
up to the sixth grade, which, for that time and that place, was pretty much a
full education. My dad, they both came from families of thirteen children and
each of my grandfathers had three wives. Women, in those days, died very
young. They died in childbirth, all sorts of things went on.
Ms. Gerstman

They had three wives at the same time or three wives - - - -

Ms. Freedman:

No, in succession - consecutive wives. Two ofmy grandfather Saccomando's
wives were sisters, which is something else I find very interesting. My dad
followed the family trade and was conscripted into the Italian army. They still
do that today, depending on where you were born, you serve your military
service, whenever that year is and he was conscripted sometime during World
War I. I don't know which year that was; went into the Italian army; had been
and continued to be very actively and vocally anti-monarchy, anti (which was
just starting out) fascism and in fact, my father was a socialist at a time when
socialists were not well received. I'm not sure they're received well today
either, but that was his political view and because of his political views, he
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was placed under house arrest in Milan. In fact, I went to see. I had the
address where he had been. I think they do this. They would put somebody
who was under house arrest in an area very far away from where their families
were, where they came from and if you think about it, there were no
telephones, or any kind of electronic communication, even physically, you
couldn't get from one place to the other very easily at that time, so it made a
kind of sense to isolate that person far away from home. If anyone has read
Carlo Levi's Christ Stopped at Eboli, that is the story of his house arrest for
his political views.
Ms. Gerstman:

He was a political prisoner.

Ms. Freedman:

Yeah. He was then helped to ( surreptitiously helped to) leave the country by
friends and in that process, made a very fast stop, in the middle of the night at
the hometown and saw his older brother and told him that he was leaving; but
he was the only person in his family that he was able to see before he left; as I
said, surreptitiously, in the middle of the night and left for the United States
and entered through the port of Norfolk legally. His friends had gotten him
the right papers so he entered legally. My mother, on the other hand, is
another story.

Ms. Gerstman:

We'll get to your mother in a minute. With respect to your father, were the
laws of Italy such that they imprisoned people who just happened to have the
wrong views.

Ms. Freedman:

Yes.
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Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

Was he an activist?
He was an activist. He was, according to my one cousin who has done a great
deal of research into that time frame and into political activity at that time and
into my father's political activity, he as a rabble rouser, but the answer to your
question is that, at least at that time, you could be arrested for just sneezing at
the wrong place or time. And he didn't sneeze, but that is precisely what
happened to him.

Ms. Gerstman:

OK. So how did he get from Norfolk to Buffalo?

Ms. Freedman:

His uncle, Charles Tirone, lived in Buffalo and in fact, owned the house where
I was born at the grocery store in that building. And my dad did not like
Norfolk for whatever reason. I never did understand but he always claimed he
didn't like Norfolk and so he came to Buffalo where he had family. That is
pretty typical of the immigrant experience of all ethnics is that they went to
where they already knew people, of where there were people from the same
town. They followed the Bell Tower, because in every town there is a bell at
the church and so, his coming to Buffalo was pretty typical of that immigrant
way of viewing things - go to where you know people - and so he came here
and lived, for a little while with that uncle, before going out on his own.

Ms. Gerstman:

OK, now, about your mother. Did her family know your father's family?

Ms. Freedman:

They didn't know each other well, certainly, in a small town you know
everybody, at least in passing. The two families had known each other in
passing. My father did not know my mother and my mother did not know my
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father, but each was aware of the family that the other one came from.
Ms. Gerstman:

How did she get here?

Ms. Freedman:

I said that my mother is another story. My mother was an illegal alien and in
fact, an illegal enemy alien during World War II because of how she got here.
She was sent here. I think this is of some interest because the reason that she
was sent to the new world is that her father had gambled away her dowry and
that made her unmarriageable at that time and in that town, in that country and
on that continent. So she was sent here to the US for economic reasons, to
earn her way, to find a husband, whatever. But certainly, her reason for
coming was economic. She, however, did not have a visa for entry into the
US. Her official destination was Canada. She had uncles in New York, in
Manhattan and Brooklyn and uncles in Hamilton, Ontario. She came into
New York, She was immediately put on a train. I hesitated because I'm trying
to remember if there was a time lapse and I think there was - between the time
she left the boat, when it arrived in NY. My mother came steerage and I think
she stayed for some period of time with an uncle in lower Manhattan and then
was put on a train, to go to Hamilton, where she stayed for a very short time
and then was put on the train back to NY and I marvel at the audacity and the
guts, because I don't think I could have done this, but she had no papers, but
just came back across on the train that we see. We see the railroad tracks all
the time coming from Canada. Back to NY and lived again with an uncle in
lower Manhattan, worked in the garment industry. She never had to learn
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English, unlike my father, who had to learn English at his workplace. My
mother never had to learn English because her supervisors, although they were
not Italian, all spoke Italian, and that was primarily because all of the people
who worked in the garment industry were immigrant Italians. And then, at
some point, my dad told a friend, that he thought he was ready for a wife and
the friend said, you know who is in NY is the daughter of so-and-so and soand-so, and so my dad went down to NY; they looked each other over. They
were never left alone and the way my mother tells the story is that her uncle
said to her, "Did you see him? How did he look to you?" She said, "OK" and
he said, "Do you like him?" She said, "I don't know." He said, "Do you
dislike him?" She said, ''No." He said, "OK, you're going to marry him."
So, through this arranged marriage, they were married in NY.
Ms. Gerstman:

Your mother did, pretty much, whatever her uncles told her to do.

Ms. Freedman:

Oh, yes

Ms. Gerstman:

Which is probably why she didn't think twice about getting on the train in
Hamilton.

Ms. Freedman:

I think that is probably right, Sharon. I never quite thought of it that way; I
always thought it was just a gutsy thing to do, but even if she was following
her uncle's directions, it was still a gutsy thing to do. You know, my mother
was not a big woman. I don't know if that makes a difference; it does later in
· life. You know, she was a tiny little woman who didn't even reach five feet.
She was 4'10" when she stood up straight and didn't speak the language,
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didn't know the culture, just got on this train and came back to NY and I'm
sure you are right, she was following directions from her male uncles, her
relatives. I still think it was a pretty gutsy thing to do. I don't think I could
have done it; I really truly don't. I think I would have been terrified. I never
got the impression that she was frightened by any of this. I never got the
impression she was frightened crossing the ocean and I never had the
impression that she was frightened crossing the border here between Canada
and the states.
Ms. Gerstman:

How about frightened about getting married?

Ms. Freedman:

I don't know that she was even frightened about that. I think it was just the
normal course of events of a young woman at that time in that culture. She
always wanted to continue with her education and that is the one thing I think
she bemoaned right up to the day she died is that she was never given the
opportunity to continue on in school, even though, in this country, the schools
were close, it was free, she had the desire to do it; she was never allowed to do
it. I think the single biggest tragedy of her life; she viewed it that way and I
think I tend to view it that way too, that she was never given that opportunity
to continue with her education.

Ms. Gerstman:

OK, lets talk about some time after you were born in this four room apartment.
What were your earliest memories?

Ms. Freedman:

It is hard for me to say. I remember dog bites and I remember things like
going to pick fruit at harvest time in the orchards and big family gatherings,

-9-

doing that and then canning those.
Ms. Gerstman:

What were your big family gatherings like:

Ms. Freedman:

If you are talking about my earliest memories, they're not very clear, but I

remember sitting, like we would be picking fruit all day; everybody canned at
that time, and then as the sun started to set and all the picking was done,
everybody would bring out instruments and when I say family, that extended
to friends, godparents of children, people who had served as best men, maids
of honor at weddings. They were all considered family, in fact, we always
called them aunts and uncles, and I thought that the whole world did that, but I
learned later that, that was not true. So, there would be a lot of people out
there in these orchards. The fruit that I remember most was peaches because I
had an allergy to peaches. I couldn't touch them and I would always end up
with a terrible rash with that. Anyway, when the sun started to go down,
picnic lunches would come and of course, women at that time cooked lots and
lots of food and the instruments. Everybody played an instrument and we
would all sit around and sing songs and listen to the various people who
would play instruments what we, today, would call a pick-up band. There
would even be dancing. Now that I think about it, they would dance there.
Everybody would have this wonderful time. I remember those things. I
remember going to school, to register for kindergarten. As you know by now,
my brothers were older, so they went off to school everyday and I would carry
on everyday and had temper tantrums that I couldn't go to school. My mother
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finally took me to the local public school to register me for kindergarten. I
was still three years old and the principal, whose name was Irene Mason,
School 18, the school where the Lawyers for Leaming, has its project, Irene
Mason looked like a tank sergeant, but she was very sympathetic to my desire
to start school and so she took a provisional, whatever that meant, registration
which then meant I spent two years in kindergarten because I started first
grade short of my fifth birthday. So, I spent two years in kindergarten. We
always joked about how I failed kindergarten. One of the significant things
about that was my name, the name I was given at birth is Marianna. However,
this principal told my mother, and, you have to remember that this was a very
Irish community, told my mother that if she really wanted me to be an
American child, that my name had to be Mary Ann - capital A, drop the final
A; and it wasn't until law school, that I realized that I could go back to being
Maryann, all connected, because when your name is double, connected like
that, people tend to call you "Mary." I don't answer to "Mary," not because
I'm rude, it's just not my name. So, I wanted to solve that problem, so I
reconnected the two names, but I still wasn't smart enough to go back to
"Marianna" with the "I" and the "A" at the end. In Italy, where most of my
family is, everybody calls me "Marianna". My parents always called me
"Marianna." Close friends call me "Maryanna," but for all other purposes,
I'm Maryann, but it is all connected, and nobody calls me "Mary" anymore.
But that is kind of sad, but that happened to a lot of immigrant communities,
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not just the Italian community. I think that happens less today, but certainly,
in the teens, 20s and 30s, I think that happened all the time. All the ItalianAmerican boys that we know as Jimmy- they started out as "Vincents"; that's
their name and my husband always marveled at that. He couldn't believe that
that happened. I said, you just ask them. When you meet a young boy, ask
him, "What is your name?" Well, its Vincent. I don't know how that
happened. The Giacomos turned into Jacks. The Salvatores turned into Sams.
It's very, very strange and it was a very common occurrence and in our own
little community, we all knew what each other's names were, but out there, in
the wider community, these changes were made and they make no rhyme or
reason, but they were made. So, that was a significant thing that happened to
me - that name change.
Ms. Gerstman:

Did you speak English at home?

Ms. Freedman:

No, exclusively? Is that what you asked me? No. I spoke both languages at
home. My parents insisted that I excel at English, but I speak both languages.
I grew up reading both languages. I never studied Italian in the academic
framework, but I always read in both languages and, in fact, we used to get the
Italian newspaper, II Progresso, at home and my father would have me read to
him, aloud, which was in Italian, and then explain to him in English what the
article I had just read was all about and by that, he was able to judge whether I
understood both languages.

Ms. Gerstman:

Was he also testing you on the political views this way?
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Ms. Freedman:

I don't know whether he ever tested me on political views, but I will tell you
that one of the things I grew up with, and I did this with my children too, is, at
dinner time, we would have very serious slam-bang discussions, usually on
philosophical issues, political issues, sociological issues and my father never
really appeared to care what my view was; what he appeared to care about was
that I could (1) express my view and (2) defend my view under questioning. ·
He questioned. He would have made a great lawyer. He really did question,
and as long as I could express it and defend it, he was OK with it. But, did he
ever test my views? Not really, I don't think. Did he influence my views?
No question about it. Absolutely.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did your mother and your brothers participate in this?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, when they were home, they did. But during these years, when all of this
was taking hold in my mind, my brothers were off in World War II. They left
for service when I was nine years old and they came home from the war, men,
and I was still this little kid, so a lot of my memories the strongest memories
that I have, are connected to the War years and I couldn't tell you if you asked
me, "When did your father start doing this with you at dinnertime?" It seems
that it was always there and it continued and when my brothers were home. It
continued with them, too, and then, sometimes, it would be three people
playing devil's advocate and forcing me to defend my view on whatever it was
that I was expounding on. Occasionally, I would be told, "OK, now argue the
other side. You must see something good on the other side." I would have to
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do that, just for the sake of discussion and argument. I think those were great
lessons for me. I think I learned easily, and I don't mean easily because of
capacity, I mean without having to be hit over the head, how to articulate my
views, actually how to arrive at my views, things to consider when getting
there, and anticipating arguments. I think all of that led me into debate when I
was in high school, which I loved and did well at it. I think it was all because
of that business that went on at home.
Ms. Gerstman:

When your brothers left for World War II, were they right out of high school?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, they went right from high school.

Ms. Gerstman:

When they came back, did they both go back to school?

Ms. Freedman:

They both did go back to school. My older brother, Jack, got his masters in
. education and that was his career and Sam came back and started at Buff
State, but decided that he really didn't want to do that. He was enamored with
electronics. I don't know how he got into that. It must have been in the navy.
I don't know what his exposure was but he decided that he was going to go
into that area and he did go away to school for awhile. I can't remember
where and for how long but then became a journeyman electrician. He
married young and had a very long-lasting and happy marriage. He always
seemed very happy with his lot in life. Jack stayed in the world of education
until he retired, and then there's me.

Ms. Gerstrnan:

Did your parents have any different expectations for you than they did for your
brothers?
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Ms. Freedman:

I don't think so. I grew up always knowing I would go to college. I didn't
know I had an option. I think, I know that the only issue that was ever was to
be resolved was whether I was going to be a doctor, lawyer or dentist. My
father wanted me to be a doctor. I started out as a pre-med student and I hated
it and actually, my brothers interceded with my father to allow me to change to
the political science department and then my choice was a lawyer. But, I don't
think that the expectations were any different, which was unusual for that
generation of immigrants. From my graduation class in high school, only one
other girl went on to school to become a teacher and probably, four or five of
the boys entered college. It was not what the community expected of its girls,
but it was certainly what my father expected of his girl.

Ms. Gerstman:

When you talked with your colleagues at school about what you were planning
to do, what did they say?

Ms. Freedman:

The girls were ecstatic. You're talking about my high school friends? My
friends were ecstatic and several of them lived vicariously through me. They
were bright young women and if they came from a different situation, they
would have gone on to college and would have been very successful, but, they
didn't come from that background. They didn't come from a home where the
father and mother wanted their daughters to be educated and wanted their
daughters to succeed in something other than getting married and having
babies.

Ms. Gerstman:

And your teachers?
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Ms. Freedman:

My teachers all were encouraged. Every high school teacher that I had and all
of them in today what we would call junior high school or middle school, a11
of the teachers that I can remember were all very encouraging. But even in
high school, the track I took was the college entrance regents. All of my
girlfriends were in secretarial courses. So, I was taking all the sciences, the
languages, the math courses and so in class, we were not together much, but
outside of class, we were together all the time, and they really, my closest
friends to this day, have lived vicariously in that respect, not that they're not
happy, they are, but they have loved, they have been happy and satisfied.
There is a Yiddish word that describes it, kvell, at my education, at my
academic success, at my career success and it's a very warm feeling to have
that. The boys - I think that the boys were not as happy about it or as
encouraging about it. Boys liked girls who were going to do the old
traditional thing. My generation of boys, in that immigrant community. I
think its different today; I know its different today. I shared recently on
something similar to this for the Italian-American Federation on recollections
of growing up and young women, who were from the post World War II
generation, had a far different experience from my generation, but boys in my
generation, didn't like smart girls and I was smart, got good grades. They
didn't like ambitious girls and I was ambitious. They didn't like girls whose
careers in life were going to exceed theirs and to a large extent, mine has.
That does not mean we haven't been friends. We've been friends. I am still
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friends with that group of people. We stayed in touch. We have a reunion of
my high school class every year and so it still is a very warm and embracing
group, but I think, that the boys are now very proud ofme because they can
say, "I went to school with her," but, I think at the time I was considered
different.
Ms. Gerstman:

Do you remember reacting to that in some way?

Ms. Freedman:

Oh, yeah, I was a typical girl; I wanted the boys to think I was cute. I was not
allowed to date, so it did not make a whole lot of difference in that regard.
We traveled as a group, but even in that group, there were pairings off at
various times and, you know, I always felt that I was not quite the full insider,
but I think other girls felt the same way for other reasons, but I always was
sort of considered that way, but even more telling than that, it was the
reception in the adult community. In many instances, my girlfriends' parents
thought it was very nice that I was going on in school, but that was not for
their kid. Within my own family, I had women relatives, anyway, who
thought that I was being "high fallutin" for going on to school. "Who does
she think she is?" This was actually said in my presence. "There is nothing
that makes me happier than scrubbing my floors and making them gleam and
that should be enough for Maryann too"; to which another relative responded,
"No body wants to eat off your floor and if Maryann wants to go to college,
she should go to college and if Maryann wants to go to law School, she should
go to law school, because no one wants to eat off her floor either." So, there
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was that dichotomy of views, even in the family group, but, at home, that is
my nuclear family, there was never any question that I was going to college,
and, as I said, the only question was which profession I would pursue.
Ms. Gerstman:

You talked a lot about your father's influence; how about your mother's?

Ms. Freedman:

My mother was supportive of my going to school but she wasn't the more
powerful force. It was my father who was the powerful force in all of this.
She was supportive ofmy going to school, she was supportive ofmy going to
law school, but she was never the one who said, "You will go to school." My
dad was the one who said, you will excel, you will work as hard as you can
and you will push yourself to your outside limit.

Ms. Gerstman:

Because your mother regretted not going back to school, did you ever feel she
might have been jealous?

Ms. Freedman:

Oh yeah, yeah. Do I ever think about that? I do. There are many issues with
my mother than I haven't reconciled yet. My mother has been dead quite a
while now. There is a great book. I forgot who the author is. It's called,
Mothers and Daughters and it talks about these things. I think there was some
of that.

Ms. Gerstman:

And your relationship with your father - the fact that you were very close with
your father?

Ms. Freedman:

I was very close with my father, very, very close.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did that affect your relationship with your mother?

Ms. Freedman:

If it did, I wasn't aware ofit. I don't know. On the other hand, my mother
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was very close to my oldest brother right up to the day she died. I never really
gave that that much thought either until someone asked me the same question
you just asked. I think that whatever issues there were between my mother
and me were, in a large portion, the result of her own childhood, which was
unhappy in many instances and the result of not being able to make choices for
herself and approaching my ability to do that and my reaching some level that
I think she would have liked to reach herself, but couldn't.
Ms. Gerstman:

Do you think that was, at all, an additional spur in you?

Ms. Freedman:

No, because I don't think I was even aware of any of this in the terms we are
talking about now until well after. I know I started to be a little aware of those
things well after I was married and had my own children and various things
happened that started me thinking about these things, and after my father died
(he died in 1985), it really started coming to the fore, but while growing up or
even in my school years, even through law school, I don't think I was
consciously aware of any of that.

Ms. Gerstman:

What did your brothers think about your going to college?

Ms. Freedman:

Oh, they thought it was wonderful and they were very encouraging. I'll tell
you a funny story about that. I told you they interceded with my father so that
I could switch out of sciences into the political science area, which I loved.
And I got to be a junior and we were sitting at the table and Jack was reading
the classifieds, and he said, "You know, little sister, I don't see any ads in this
paper for a political scientist." I remember that I was drying the dishes and I
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said, "What?" He said, "I don't see one single ad for a political scientist and
actually, I don't think I've seen one any night that I look at the want ads." I
said, "What are your talking about?" He said, "I'm talking about a job as a
political scientist. No one is looking for a political scientist to hire." I said,
"What do you mean?" He said, "You'ld better start thinking about how you
are going to make a living"; which belies, by the way, what a lot of people
thought-- that girls went to school to find husbands. This girl never went to
school to find a husband; this girl went to school in order to be able to earn a
living that was substantially better than my parents' living. He said that I
better start thinking about earning a living because in another year, you will be
done with school; you'll need to work. That is when I started to think about
going to law school. Up to that point, although I always knew that doctor,
lawyer or Indian Chief was me, I hadn't really, seriously thought about what
was going to happen in actually working, and so that was when I decided I
would go to law school and I took the, what used to be called the Entrance
Exam and is now called the LSATs, was accepted and went to law school the
following September and have never regretted it. I've always loved what I've
done.
Ms. Gerstman:

Lets talk a little bit about, going back to the points where you debated with
your dad about different issues, politics particularly, and talk about any
political involvement your family had, at the time and also, perhaps how you
reacted to some of the politics of the day. First, I know that you have
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mentioned to me about your father's restraint here in getting involved with
political issues.
Ms. Freedman:

Once he came to this country, he backed off his political activity. My mother,
of course, had no opportunity in Italy to be politically active. I know my
mother was a registered Republican. I know my father was a registered
Democrat. I also know that in retrospect, his socialist leanings always seemed
to be coming through but, when I was a girl scout, and I was a girl scout until I
was 10 years old, so that this had to be before I was 10 or the year I was 10,
there was a presidential campaign coming on and that would have been 1944.
As part of our girl scout badge stuff, we were going to hear Norman Thomas.
Norman Thomas was, at that time, a very well-known socialist and he was
running on the socialist ticket for president. He was appearing at the public
school near my house and the whole troop went to hear him. He was going to
talk to us and was then going somewhere else to talk to other people. My
father was very, very excited about my having this opportunity to go to hear
Nom1an Thomas and instructed me to pay very close attention because he was
going to quiz me when I got home. He wanted to know everything. I thought
this was just another one of the exercises that periodically we had, but I went
and paid attention because I knew I was going to be asked and I remember Mr.
Thomas was a very tall man, grey hair, relatively lean, but I don't remember
very much else about him. But when I got home, I was, in fact, grilled about
what he had said, but I was also grilled about what I thought about what he
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had said. You think about this, I wasn't more than 10 years old, and that is
really something to put a child that age when I think that my grandchildren are
now that age and in a million year, I probably wouldn't have that conversation
with them today.
Ms. Gerstman:

Yeah, but I'm sure there wouldn't be any girl scout troops taken to hear a
socialist either.

Ms. Freedman:

No, and he was really very excited about that event and I think almost sad that
he couldn't go himself, but he never was politically active once he got to this
country and I think, in some measure, that he was really trying to protect his
children from any fallout from that, and certainly, I think he had good reason
if you think about what was going on at that time in the 20s and 30s in this
country. He probably had good reason to think that his children would suffer
if he engaged in political activity the way he had in Italy. I do remember my
mother and dad arguing over the candidates. My mother was a staunch
Republican, much to my surprise today and my father was a staunch
Democrat, not at all to my surprise today.

Ms. Gerstman:

What about the war years. What do you remember about that?

Ms. Freedman:

I remember a lot about the war years. I think I remember a lot about the war

years because my brothers were off fighting the war. I remember going down
to the induction center with my mother and my brother Jack, when he left and
leaving him there and the heartache that caused. I remember really
understanding what war meant. My dad worked for the railroad and so we
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would be able to get passes to visit Jack at the Aberdeen recruiting grounds
and Sam at the naval base. Each of my parents had a brother in the Italian
army. I remember my mother, particularly my mother, literally had
nightmares that her sons would be facing her brother on the battlefield and
they would have to shoot her brother, and I remember those nightmares very
clearly. It was always a terrible, terrible thing for her. My dad, too, because
he had a younger brother in the Italian army, but I don't recall that my dad was
that despairing to the extent that my mother was about that. I remember, one
night my parents getting a phone call and again, keep in mind that I was not
ten yet, waking me up and saying, "We're leaving the house; don't open the
door for anybody. We'll be back as soon as we can." My brother Jack was
coming through on a troop train and what had happened is that he had been
issued winter wear and had been going across the Atlantic. We had a code so
that we knew where he was going to the European theater. Midway across, in
1944, or maybe 1945, they turned the ship around, came back. He then ended
up going to Hawaii, which was then overseas duty and the train came through
Buffalo, made a stop. He managed to call my parents. They managed to go
down to the station; they managed to see him very briefly, but they did
manage to see him. I remember that probably because I was left alone that
whole night at such an early age. I remember a cousin in the Canadian army
coming to the house. My brother, Sam, was home on leave. My parents were
out. My brother Sam was upstairs doing something in the bathroom and I
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knew, when I looked out the window, that this was a Canadian relative, but I
had been told not to open the door, so I wouldn't let him in and he kept telling
me that he was my cousin. But I kept saying, "you can't come in. You can't
come in." Finally Sam came downstairs and let him in. He and another
Canadian cousin were on a troop transport and they looked across their bunks
or whatever they're called on a ship and said, "Holy cow, you're my cousin."
Two cousins looking at each other in that little space there. My mother, and I
told you this story, but I love this story and I love telling it, meat was rationed
in the US. It was not, at that time, in Canada, and being in Buffalo, we were
right across the river from Ft. Erie and in those days, there was a ferry that ran
from the foot of Ferry St. in Buffalo to Ft. Erie and every Friday, she would
take me by the hand and walk down the two blocks to the ferry and get on the
ferry boat, cross the Niagara River and she would buy whatever meat she was
going to buy, get back on the ferry and come back to the Buffalo side, and the
customs agent would come on board. Now, keep in mind, my mother was
still, at that point, an illegal and enemy alien. This customs agent would come
on and this customs agent was always 8 feet tall, at least 8 feet tall, and he
would look down at my mother, who was 4'10", and at that time, the way she
crossed the border, the question was always, "Where were you born?" and so
he would look down at her and say, "Where were you born?" and my mother
would draw herself to her full height, stare at him straight in the eye and same,
BOOF-a-low and every week, I would have this recurring nightmare that we
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were going to be arrested, we were going to be deported. I wasn't quite sure
what that meant, but I thought it had something to do with a dungeon. We
were going to be deported and my father would come him from work. He
would go from room to room in the house and say, "Where is my wife; where
is my daughter?" And he would never be able to find us. We would be in
some dark, dank dungeon where they send enemy aliens. I wasn't quite sure
where that was, but it was a terrible place. This happened every week. So,
when I say that I would not have the guts my mother had, I'm not sure I could
do that either. Just stare this man in the face and say that she was born in
BOOF-a-low.
Ms. Gerstman:

You were jealous your brothers got to go to school and that's why you started
so early. Were you ever jealous that they were in the army?

Ms. Freedman:

No, no. I was very interested. We kept a map with pins where would trace
every battle so we would know what was going on. Of course, when Italy
capitulated in 1943, we were able to resume contact with our family. By the
way, my mother became a citizen in 1948. I went with her when she took the
oath, and that was the proudest day of her life. I didn't want to forget that.
We resumed contact with the family and Italy was poor before the war, but
devastated during the war and we were able to send packages of clothing as
long as the clothing was used and we did send other things too, but every
week or every other week, we would send packages of clothing to Italy. I have
one female cousin there, she is six years younger than I, and there came a
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point at which one of my dresses was going to her which was the dress I had
made my First Communion in and it was a white, lovely dress and I loved that
dress. My mother had dyed it a peach color so that I could continue to wear it
and I loved that dress. I didn't want to send that dress; I wanted to keep that
dress myself and my parents said<'No, this has to go to Tina; you've outgrown
it." "No, I want to keep it." Ultimately, I lost, the dress went and I really had
intense ill-will toward that cousin, whom I had not met at that point. She was
probably two or three years old then. Many years later, when I made my first
trip to Sicily to meet my family and to visit, my father's sister has five sons
and the second youngest of those sons, Angelo, when we were all sitting
around the table at my aunt's house, he started talking about his memories, as
a little boy, about when these packages would arrive and he told the story of
one day, a postmistress went outside and said, "Angelo, go home and tell your
mother that there is a package from America" and he ran all the way home.
He didn't own shoes and he was so excited because he was sure there would
be a pair of shoes in this package for him and when the packages came, it was
like Christmas. Sharon, I felt so small, I felt smaller than an ant because the
memory kept coming back to me of how angry and how selfish I was about
that one stupid dress that I didn't want to part with, and here, my cousins had
no shoes on their feet and I was worried about this dress. Really, I felt
terrible, really terrible.
Ms. Gerstman:

What happened in school with respect to the war?
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Ms. Freedman:

We had in both school and girl scouts, we had paper drives, metal drives,
rubber drives - anything that could help in the war effort. We would go
collecting, take the stuff to school. We would take gum wrappers, take the foil
part out. We would end up with this huge ball of foil. That went to the war
effort. There was always some drive of some kind going on. We also had air
raid drills which required us to get under our desks, file, single file, out into
the hall and sit against the wall. Now, I mentioned the principal was like a
sergeant, she acted like a sergeant. Every morning, when we walked into
school, there would be some march playing and we had to march from the
front door, from whatever door. There was a girls' entrance and a boys'
entrance, march from the door to our room, wherever that room might be. The
same thing was true when we left - marched to military music. She insisted on
square comers. That is how I learned what a square comer was and we would
have to march down these halls and tum square corners. We would do the
same thing with air raid drills. We would have to march down the halls, tum
square comers and sit with our shoulders against the wall. There was, you
know, the whole attitude of the country was so different from what it has been
over the Viet Nam war, or what is going on in Iraq right now. I mean, there
was such unity, purpose and such dedication to that purpose during World
War II. I think today's kids are hard-pressed to understand that, but it was
total dedication and total unity to win that war and to put up with the
sacrifices. There wasn't a day that went by in my neighborhood that you
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didn't see a Western Union kid with a telegram - that somebody's son, father,
husband, brother had been killed, wounded or was missing. And the whole
neighborhood would embrace that family, even though the day before, the
other family had been the recipient of this terrible news. We were lucky;
neither ofmy brothers was hurt in the war. My uncles returned from the war.
My Uncle Angelo, my father's brother, when Italy capitulated, Gemrnny
rounded up all the Italian troops and made them prisoners of war. I don't
know if you are familiar with that event. My uncle, who was then in Greece,
was one of them who was arrested and made a prisoner of war by the Germans
and ultimately, escaped and joined the Greek partisans. My cousin Angelo,
who I mentioned earlier, is named Angelo because they all thought that my
uncle was dead and they had named him after the uncle, and they describe how
one day, after the war, he came walking into town, bedraggled, dusty, dirty,
but home, and jubilation that ensued from that. So, as a family were lucky
that we had no losses in World War II - as a nuclear family. As an extended
family, that wasn't necessarily true, but at least in the immediate family, we
had no losses. Also, in the war years, there were the march of dimes drives the dimes for polio research. As part of the girl scouts, we did that too.
Ms. Gerstman:

Just a couple of more questions about those years and then next time, we'll
pick up with college and law school. Were you involved in athletics? Were
there girls' athletics?

Ms. Freedman:

No, there wasn't girls' athletics. There was gym. And there were the dreaded
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rings, which I could never do. Those rings. In fact, when I went back to
School 18, with the Lawyers for Leaming, and they took us on a tour of the
school, I got in the front door of that gym and I absolutely caught myself
because I had such a bad reaction to walking into that gym with the dreaded
rings. Now, at School 3 (I transferred to School 3 at the beginning of sixth
grade), they didn't have such a fancy gym at School 3, and so the dreaded
rings were not so frequently an antagonist that they had been at School 18.
Ms. Gerstman:

That was not your best class.

Ms. Freedman:

Gym was not my best class. No, in fact, I did very poorly at it. We used to
play pick-up street baseball. We would play in the street and it wasn't until
well into my adult years, that .. .I used to run for everybody. I couldn't hit
anything, but I could run and so I would run for everybody and I didn't know
until many years later than once you run for somebody, that person you ran for
was out of the game. That was not the way we played. So, I was also running.

Ms. Gerstman:

What other activities, you mentioned girl scouts, did you participate in?

Ms. Freedman:

I studied piano for seventeen years as a matter of fact. I started that when I
was very young and loved it.

Ms. Gerstman:

Where was the piano?

Ms. Freedman:

In my living room.

Ms. Gerstman:

Your parents bought a piano?

Ms. Freedman:

My parents bought a piano. Yes. Everybody in my family played an
instrument. Jack played the banjo, Sam played the guitar, my father played the
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mandolin, I played the piano. My mother sang. My mother had a beautiful
voice. So, the piano was my thing and I was a student for a very long time,
really thought that was what I was going to do with my life. That didn't
happen, obviously, but one of the reasons it didn't happen is because there was
no music school in Buffalo and I had been accepted at Julliard, and there was
no way I would be allowed to go out of town of school.
Ms. Gerstman:

Even to live with an uncle

Ms. Freedman:

No way, when we get to law school, that question will come up again and that
is a very funny answer. I'm not sure as we're talking about it and.I am
thinking back on it, if there had been, say an Oberlin College in Buffalo, I'm
not sure, even then, my dad would have settled for that. He still would have
held out for medicine, law, dentistry. I auditioned for (I don't remember ifl
was still in high school or first year in college) and I was offered a contract to
go on the road, and my dad absolutely would not hear about it. Again, I'm not
sure if that's because of his view the girls should not be out there traveling on
the road or if that was the only way he was going to be sure that I would be
one of the things he wanted me to be. I'm not sure, now that I am thinking
about it.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did you think it odd that he didn't treat you any differently as a girl when it
came to education or expectations of career, but clearly, he had some different
thoughts when it came to exposing you to the world?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, absolutely, My dad told his older sister, his oldest sister was the mother
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general of her order and her base of operations was in Rome and all of my
Italian cousins got their education because of her. She would place them in
convent schools for certain periods of time until they qualified to go
somewhere else. But my female cousin got all of her education through
convent schools and became a teacher. There was a point in time that my
father thought whether he was going to send me over there to go to school -convent school or not. That goodness, he didn't, but my dad was very anticleric and was always very concerned that we would get too immersed in the
church and I think that when it came, here is my female child who I need to
protect from the men of this world and here is my female child who I need to
protect from an overbearing, irrational, blood-sucking church, I clearly know
what won, and what won was there was no way he was going to send me to a
convent school, even though it was his sister. There was no way he was going
to do that. When we were talking about his political views earlier, I didn't
mention how really anti-cleric he was, but he was. Even things we argued and
discussed, besides political and philosophical issues, these were the richest
issues. He saw to it that I attended, as a child, some period of time in virtually
every denomination of church in Buffalo. I went to a Lutheran Bible study
class, I went to a Presbyterian Sunday School, I went to Temple Beth Zion, I
went to a Baptist Church for a period of time, I went to the Episcopalian
program, but he wasn't too thrilled with the Episcopalians either. So, his
views on religion were really very different from the norm in that generation
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of immigrants, although it was not unusual amongst Sicilians, particularly
among the men, to be anti-cleric and when I met my family in Sicily, I quickly
learned that they were very anti-cleric, even though two of our aunts were
nuns and in the hierarchy of the nunnery and so that is also kind of an
interesting view.
Ms. Gerstman:

OK, is this about where you want to quit?

Ms. Freedman:

OK
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ORAL HISTORY OF MARYANN SACCOMANDO FREEDMAN
SECOND INTERVIEW
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This is the second interview of the oral history of Maryann Saccomando Freedman which is
being taken on behalf of Women Trailblazers in the Law, a project of the American Bar
Association Commission on Women in the Profession. It is being conducted by Sharon Stem
Gerstman on July 24, 2007.

Ms. Gerstman:

It is July 24, 2007, Sharon Stem Gerstman talking with Maryann Saccamondo

Freedman and that you were about to start attendance at the University of
Buffalo, your under-graduate studies. When you went off to UB, I assume
that you lived at home. Is that correct?
Ms. Freedman:

I did. I did live at home. I should also comment here that up to that point,
although I had been exposed to a lot, I had never been exposed to the world, at
large, as I found it at UB, and I was rather overwhelmed by it. But yes, I
attended UB, I commuted. It was a private school. I went there on a full
tuition scholarship and started out as pre-med student. As I told you last
week, my father very much wanted me to be a doctor and I started out as a premed student taking all those science courses that pre-med students take and
hating them, as it turned out.

Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

Were you the only woman in your high school class to go to UB?
I was the only woman in my high school class to go to UB. I was one of two
women in my high school class to go to college. The other woman went to,

I'm pretty sure, Buff State and became a teacher..
Ms. Gerstman:

But there were other students from your class, the men, who went to ...

Ms. Freedman:

To UB. I'm trying to remember if anyone else went to UB. I don't think so.
There were very few of us who went on to college from that generation and in
my ethnic immigrant group. The men that I am aware that did go on to
college went to Canisius or delayed their entry into college for a short period
of time. The Korean War was going on when I graduated from high school
and truthfully, I don't remember if any of them went into the service and then
went to college, but I know that, at least, a couple of them worked first and
then went on to college, but there were not that many in my class of either
gender who went on to college.

Ms. Gerstman:

So then you arrived at UB as a pre-med.

Ms. Freedman:

Correct

Ms. Gerstman:

Were there any other women in your classes?

Ms. Freedman:

There were. There were not many but there were some. I made some very
long lasting friendships from those years and you know, I think I always felt
largely like the odd man out for a variety of reasons including that I was
working. I had held a job from the time I was eleven. I know that is hard to
believe because of the child labor laws, but I always had a job from the time I
was eleven years old, so I was one of the few students that I had contact who
was working and that, of course, cut into the social aspect of going to college.

Ms. Gerstman:

But you were in day classes.

2

Ms. Freedman:

I was in day classes, yes. I had two· rather disastrous episodes which clearly
demonstrate I was not cut out for sciences. One was chemistry lab. We took
four hour chemistry labs, as I recall, and you had a lab partner and above this
place on our lab table where we worked there was a chain and I became aware
there were chains throughout the room. I said to Jerry, what are these chains
for. Of course, he didn't know; I didn't know and you know what happened.
Eventually, I couldn't stand not knowing what the chains did, so I pulled the
chain and unfortunately, turned the sprinkler system on in the whole building.
So, that was disaster #1. Disaster #2 was in the botany lab. I took botany
Saturday mornings at 8AM . Now, not only was I working, but it was a 1hour bus ride, two buses, and so by the time I got to an 8AM botany class,
which was boring as you-know-what, I w~s frequently falling asleep, but the
lab, we were looking through the microscope and supposed to be drawing
what we saw through the microscope and I saw something very interesting and
diligently drawing it exactly the way I saw it and thought I was doing a heck
of a job. The lab instructor came over and asked me if that was what I saw in
the microscope. I said, "Yes", beaming, so proud. He asked ifhe could look
and then looked. "Miss Saccomando, I really hate to tell you this, but you are
drawing dust." There were other instances, but those two really stand out in
my memory, and rather convinced me that I was not cut out for that, and that I
disliked it all anyway. Really, that I shouldn't be in the sciences, which meant
that I had to ask my brothers to intercede with my father to allow me to switch
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into, what he considered to be, a unreasonable major, because you couldn't
earn a living at it. I think I told you the story about being a political scientist.
However, they did intercede and interceded successfully, and so the following
year, which would have been my second year in under-graduate school, I
switched into the Poli Sci department.
Ms. Gerstman:

OK, but you had taken a Poli Sci course sometime in your freshman year?

Ms. Freedman:

No.

Ms. Gerstman:

How did you know you were going to like it?

Ms. Freedman:

I don't know how I knew, I just knew that I was. I was sure that I would love
it, I don't know, maybe because of my high school courses, or things that I
read and discussions we had, I just knew that is where I would be happy. I
don't know, but I did, and I really did enjoy that. Of course, those were the
McCarthy years.

Ms. Gerstman:

Let's back up a little bit and before we get into political science, so in your
freshman year, you had nothing but science classes, you had no general ed
classes?

Ms. Freedman:

I think I took a psych course, but what I took was, if I am recalling this, was
botany, chemistry, psych.... Oh, I took French, because I was continuing
French from high school. I don't recall that I took any history or government
course, in that year. I don't recall that I took any English courses in that year,
but clearly, I must have taken more than what I just said because I carried a
full course load and then, I was exceeding the full course load by at least two

4

hours.
Ms. Gerstman:

Do you remember any of your teachers from that year?

Ms. Freedman:

I remember Dr. Spencer, the botany teacher, because he was so boring. Oh,
I'm sorry. I took logic from Dr. Farber and I have said this to many young
people. IfI would recommend one course to take that would stand you in
good stead in anything else, it would be logic. That was Marvin Farber and it
was just a wonderful, wonderful learning experience, and I think, that course,
of all the courses I have taken, including law school, was the most valuable,
over time, that logic course.

Ms. Gerstman:

Your classes, especially those science classes the first year, they were
predominantly men?

Ms. Freedman:

Oh, yes. All the classes were predominantly men.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did you feel that the teachers treated you any differently?

Ms. Freedman:

I didn't in any of those courses, in that year. I don't recall that there was
anything in that year. There was an incident with a psych professor but it was
not in that year. It would have been either in my second or third year and
probably, my second year. I had been doing "A" work throughout the
semester and as we approached the end of the semester, he asked to talk to me
and advised that I was not going to get an "A" in the class, I was going to get a
"B" and I said. "Why?" He pointed to my name, which, of course, made no
sense to me. I didn't know what that meant and he said, "Look at the last
letter of your last name." That's why you are not going to get an "A." That is

5

one of the few times that my nationality, my ethnic background has been in the
forefront of any of my struggles. I've always had to deal with the "woman"
issue before I could ever get to the Italian issue, but, in that instance, it was
clear that it was the Italian issue. It came as a great surprise to me. I didn't do
anything about it. I accepted the "B" because I didn't know what I could do. I
accepted the "B" and that was that.
Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

You never reported it to anybody?
I didn't even know who to report it to or that it would be acted on. The men
students with Italian last names had mentioned, from time to time, that they
had problems with certain professors because of their ethnic identity. That
was the first time I ever had that problem because of my ethnic identity and as
I said, I don't think I can even think of another time, because I was always
dealing with the "woman" issue and the problems that presented, so I never
even got to the other issue.

Ms. Gerstman:

You haven't identified any problems you had with any of your teachers about
being a woman. How about with your classmates?

Ms. Freedman:

Not in undergraduate school. I don't recall any problems in undergraduate
school.

Ms. Gerstman:

Though you were in the minority, it wasn't an overwhelming min01ity?

Ms. Freedman:

I don't think so. I certainly don't remember any problems at that level in
undergraduate school. I'm thinking hard. I mean, even in the so-called male
courses, the botany, the chemistry, the economics course, I don't recall.
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Ms. Gerstman:

OK, so your brothers interceded to convince your father that you were not cut
out to be a doctor, so you switched your major to political science.

Ms. Freedman:

Right.

Ms. Gerstman:

Though, you didn't really have a lot of courses in political science at that time.
At what time, did you start thinking you might be going to law school?

Ms. Freedman:

Actually, not until the end of my junior year of undergraduate school. I was
very happy with all my courses and I was very happy with what I was doing
and one evening, as I was drying the dishes, the older of my brothers was
sitting at the kitchen table reading the want-ads, the classifieds. He said, "You
know, baby sister, I don't see any want-ads in here for a political scientist." I
said, "What?" He said, "I don't see one single ad in here for anyone looking
to hire a political scientist. You know, next year you are going to be senior.
You need to start thinking about what you are going to do to make your living
and no one seems to be looking to hire a political scientist" and, at that point, I
decided to apply to law school and I did, and was accepted. I will never forget
that, at the kitchen table, "No one is looking to hire a political scientist."

Ms. Gerstman:

Were your bothers still living at home while you were living at home?

Ms. Freedman:

That brother. My oldest brother was at home. My other brother was, by that
time, married and living nearby but not living "at-home" with us.

Ms. Gerstman:

OK, so there you were in political science class and there was the great
political science lesson in McCarthyism.

Ms. Freedman:

That colored, those McCarthy years. Everything was colored by McCarthy,
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McCarthyism, the red scare. And in junior tutorial, among the things we were
required to read was Karl Marx's Communist Manifesto, which is not very
long. I mentioned to you that it took me an hour on the buses to get to school
and so, what do you do on the bus ride-- you read what your assignment is.
And so I was sitting on the second bus, the Main Street bus, reading the
Communist Manifesto and at some point, I'm barely aware that there is some
munnuring going on, on the bus. But I'm not paying attention to it, I'm busy
doing my own thing and then, I guess I became aware that it was getting a
little louder, then, at some point the bus stopped and the bus driver came back
and he was very courteous, but he told me I would have to leave the bus. I
asked why, I wasn't misbehaving or causing any trouble, being rude or
anything else. I was minding by own business, reading my book and then, as
he is telling me, I became aware that many of the passengers are looking at
me, glaring through gritted teeth, and so I asked him, why? He said, "Look at
the book you are reading. I think it's best for you to leave the bus." And I did,
and walked the rest of the way to school. Fortunately, we weren't that far
away. I could walk it and fall dead away from exhaustion, but I have never
gotten over that, never. Of course, UB, at that time, was thought by many
people to be a den of communism, particularly in the liberal political science
department, so that was a very, very, for me, very dramatic lesson in how
terrified people can be of an idea and how terrified they are of something they
never even read. They just think that it says something and somebody
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bombastic and overbearing, who has a position of authority says it's a bad
thing, and so it is a bad thing, and to be asked to leave the bus was really quite
a lesson to me. The other thing that happened, though, during those years, in
the McCarthy years, is that I was the news editor of the Spectrum, which was
the school paper and some group had invited a speaker to come to campus. I
truthfully don't remember who the speaker was. The chancellor of the
university uninvited the speaker because he was on some list of some group
who might have had communist leanings and of course, in those years, it
didn't matter if you had them or not, all that mattered was if Mr McCarthy or
one of his people said, "He's a pinko." Somebody must have said, "He's a
pinko." We decided, at the Spectrum, to take an editorial position opposing
the cancellation or the disinviting the speaker and was highly critical of the
chancellor for taking that position. Of course, we went into free speech, free
thought, all this other stuff and we printed it and two us, the editor-in-chief
and I, as the news editor, as the two people who were responsible for the
editorial position, were called on the carpet for it.. I was afraid that we were
going to be expelled and was afraid of how I was going to tell my parents. We
weren't expelled. I'm not sure ifthere was any definitive outcome of that at
all because we just continued our position through the rest of our tenure as
editors of the paper. I see that repeated so often, in the intervening years,
where some unpopular speaker is invited by some group and some other group
in authority says "No, you can't hear that view." I find it very upsetting, but I
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really think that I have, for all these years, been so adamant about free speech,
so opposed to censorship, so opposed to intrusion on privacy. I think it all
stems from that McCarthy era - the experience of being a college student
during those years.
Ms. Gerstman:

Did you ever have conversations with your father when all of this was going
on and had you learned yet about your father's history?

Ms. Freedman:

No, at that point I didn't know his history but what was still going on were
those conversations where I would have to take a position and defend it. Or,
play devil's advocate with a position that I didn't agree with but had to defend
that position. All those conversations were still going on at home.

Ms. Gerstman:

The courageous position that you took at the Spectrum seems to be in contrast
to the sort of compliant position you took with your psychology professor.

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, it does, doesn't it?

Ms. Gerstman:

And with the bus driver, you just got off the bus.

Ms. Freedman:

I know, I can't explain it. I think with the bus driver, I was so startled by it. It
all happened so fast and I didn't think it through and I think, frankly, I was
afraid. I was fearful and niaybe the fact that it all happened so quickly, that
had something to do with it, rather than at the Spectrum, we had time to
consider it and make a considered position. "Yes, we are going to take this
position even though it may mean problems for us." I don't know if that is the
only thing. I don't know if it's part of maturing, becoming more aware,
thinking more about the problem and the issue. I'm not sure.
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Ms. Gerstman:

How about your social life during your college years, or did you spend all your
time on the bus?

Ms. Freedman:

I did have a social life, notwithstanding the fact that I had a full course load,
was working and did spend a lot of time on the bus. I did have a social life on
campus. I dated, as girls did in those days. They dated. I did go to the school
dances and all of that stuff. I couldn't go to everything. Ifl would have
missed work, I couldn't go, but that was something I had come to grips with
even in high school. That was the way life was. I had to earn some money
and that was the way it was.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did your parents or your brothers put any restrictions on what you could or
couldn't do?

Ms. Freedman:

In college, not so much. In high school, yes. I didn't really date. Well, we

traveled in a group in high school, but within that group, people would pair
off. I didn't really date; and I was not allowed to go to my junior prom. I was
allowed to go to my senior prom, but I can't really say anything else about
restrictions, but I will say this, and it became legendary, even in my law school
class, is that when I had a date and a boy would come to the house to get me,
he had to come early and he had to go through the grilling with both my
brothers and my father before we could go out, and when I would try to warn
them that they would have this, my brothers and my father, no one would ever
believe me until they actually had. But years later at a law school reunion,
somebody mentioned that he and I had gone somewhere and another person at
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the table said, "You took Maryann out? Did you go through that kitchen table
business with the brothers and the father?" So, it became rather legendary.
Yeah, I had curfews. I had to be home by a certain time. If they disapproved
of the young man, it would be made very clear to me that that would be the
last date. When I first starting dating, it was my brothers who took me aside
to tell me how to behave, what to do in the event certain things happened and
that kind of thing.
Ms. Gerstman:

Despite the fact that you were thinking career wise that there were no political
scientists, women who went to college were expected to get married upon
graduation.

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, they were. As a matter of fact, people thought they went to college to
find husbands. That was the general common thought. That was what women
went to college for. Many ofus did not go to college for that; I'm sure that
some of us did. We went to college to find a niche in which to, in my era, to
earn a living. In subsequent eras, other reasons-- self-fulfillment, wanting to
find a career, those kinds of things, all of which are valid reasons to go to
college. In my era, it was to improve yourself and earn a living.

Ms. Gerstman:

The traditional careers for women in those days were teaching and nursing and
at some point you made a decision that that was not for you.

Ms. Freedman:

I don't know that I ever made a conscious decision. I don't think I ever
thought I had that decision. I told you last week that my choices were
medicine, dentistry or law, in that order; being a teacher was never presented
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to me as an option, nor did I think of it as an option. The same thing was true
of nursing. Perhaps, ifl had opted for pharmacy, that might have been
acceptable; I'm not sure, but what we call the traditional careers for women,
they were never presented to me as options so I never considered them as
options.
Ms. Gerstman:

At some point, when you were dating in college, did the thought of getting
married and not going on in college occur to you?

Ms. Freedman:

The thought of not going on in college, no. The thought of getting married, I
was pinned in my junior year and that was with full knowledge that I was
going on into law school. The pinning would certainly suggest that down the
line, it was expected that we would be married. We weren't, as it turned out,
but not because I went on to law school, for different reasons. So, the idea
that one day, I would get married was there.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did the men you were dating think it odd that you were going beyond college?

Ms. Freedman:

I think that there were men friends, who were in school with me who thought
it was odd. I don't think anybody that I dated thought it odd, because if they
thought it odd, they would not have asked me out on a date. It was always
known that I would be doing something. I don't think that with the men I
dated, that was ever an issue or they thought it odd. It certainly was with a lot
of my classmates, both men and women. Not just men, a lot of women too,
thought it was odd and very strange.

Ms. Gerstman:

So, the year you graduated college ...
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Ms. Freedman:

I didn't graduate. I went into law school after my junior year. I didn't get an
undergraduate degree.

Ms. Gerstman:

What year did you start?

Ms. Freedman:

I started law school inl955, September of 1955.

Ms. Gerstman:

You decided not to finish college because ....

Ms. Freedman:

Once I knew what I was going to do, it was time to do it and that's why.

Ms. Gerstman:

OK, so now you were at law school.

Ms. Freedman:

Again, at UB, which was still a private school, relatively small school.

Ms. Gerstman:

How big was your first year class?

Ms. Freedman:

You know, I knew you were going to ask me that, Sharon, and I was going to
look at the yearbook to see ifl could figure it out. I don't really know how big
it was. I want to say 144, but I'm not sure, but the way the law school was set
up in those days, not where it is now, there were three major classrooms that
were known as the freshmen room, the junior room and senior room and there
were smaller classrooms on the second floor that were known as the tutorial
rooms. The freshman law school classroom was huge. It was the entire width
of the building and if you ever saw "Paper Chase," a lot of that was really
pretty close to the truth because they did tell us on the first day, "Look to your
right and to your left, one of them won't be here next year." And the junior
room was probably a third of the size of the freshmen room, and the senior
room was a quarter of the size of the freshmen room, so it was a planned huge
attrition. My class started out with seven women and graduated three, which
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at some point, I did the math. I don't remember what the numbers were
anymore, but the attrition rate was pretty much the same as it was for men-more than half didn't make it.
Ms. Gerstman:

Did you know any of the other six women before you started?

Ms. Freedman:

I think I knew one of them before we started, but certainly not well, but the
women we started with, one of the interesting things about that is that I was
the youngest and at the other end of the age, we had a couple of women who
were married and had children. We had one woman who had been in the
Yukon for years, gold mining and then moved back. She probably was in her
forties, maybe early fifties. Somewhere in there, late forties or early fifties.
But, in comparison to me, she was older. We didn't have very many veterans
in our class, but we still had some. We had some World War II veterans and
some Korean War veterans in my class. So there again, that span of age was
not any different than the span of age for me.

Ms. Gerstman:

And you were only 19

Ms. Freedman:

I was nineteen. Is that right? Yeah, that's right. I turned twenty that first
semester.

Ms. Gerstman:

So you were 16 when you graduated high school?

Ms. Freedman:

I was 17 when I graduated high school.

Ms. Gerstman:

Then you spent.. ..

Ms. Freedman:

Three years in undergraduate school. I would have been turning twenty that
first semester in September, and I was 23 when I graduated law school.
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Ms. Gerstman:

So, there were seven women in your class and probably, there were not many
women in the junior and senior classes?

Ms. Freedman:

OK, Grace 1 was one year ahead ofme and there were, I don't know what her
class started out with, but five women graduated in the class ahead of me and
in the senior class that year, I don't remember how many women there were,
but I can tell you that during my first year in law school, they had never had so
many women in law school and the ladies' room, which was a one-seater, had
to be remodeled and they made it, guess what, a two-seater.

Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

Apparently, they didn't think you were going to be around for very long.
I guess not or there weren't going to be too many ofus. I guess there was
some acknowledgment that there \Vas more than an isolated one of us, but they
remodeled the ladies room into a two-seater, and that was, I'm pretty sure that
was in my freshmen year.

Ms. Gerstman:

Well, first year law school, which, is probably terrifying enough.

Ms. Freedman:

I loved it.

Ms. Gerstman:

How were you treated by your professors?

Ms. Freedman:

With the exception of one, I was treated very well, not me individually, but all
of us were treated well and I would like to say that the University of Buffalo
never excluded women, the way that some of the other law schools did. From
their very first class, they had women in their classes. I'm very proud of that
and I think the law school should be very proud of that. So, at least, there was
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some tradition of women in that law school. With one exception, the criminal
law professor, I think that we were treated well, treated no different from the
men.
Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

What happened with criminal law?
The criminal law professor loved to give all of the rape cases to the women
students or anything that had any sexual overtone of any kind. He would call
on a woman student, fully enjoying the instances in which a woman might
squirm. Some ofus had the attitude, "Damn him, he won't see me squirm."
Even though we were probably embarrassed by it, we would not give him the
satisfaction and we had the attitude that he won't get any satisfaction, even
though it is difficult for me to deal with this. He was the only one, though.
The other professors that we had, I think generally, no, more than generally, I
don't recall any of them treating us any differently, and again, there was a
tradition at the law school. The tone was set by the dean and I will give you
an example. At the time I was in college and law school, women students
were required to complete two years of physical education in order to get a
degree. In my sophomore year of undergraduate school, I had had an
emergency appendectomy and did not finish a fourth semester of phys-ed. In
my junior year, I had too many courses to complete the phys-ed, so I had an
incomplete in the fourth semester of phys-ed, thereby being short one semester
of the two year requirement for phys-ed. Shortly before final exams in my
senior year at law school, Dean Hyman called me into the office. He was a
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very tall, dignified man. He loved looking up at the ceiling and so as he sat
there looking at the ceiling, he said "Miss Saccomando, I have this message
from somebody's office which says that you are short your physical education
requirement and therefore, you are not eligible to get your degree." Of course,
my heart went right down to my feet. Oh, God, I'm going to have to go back
to school just to take one stupid semester of phys-ed and not graduate and not
take the bar exam with the rest of my colleagues. He just kind of stroked his
chin, looked at the ceiling and thought about it. He said, "You know, I
wonder what would happen if this is going into the circular file. I never see it.
You graduate and get your degree, you take the bar exam, you pass the bar
exam, you get your license and you practice." He just thought for a little while
longer and turned to me and said, " Go back to class." That was the last I ever
heard of that incomplete in phys-ed. Clearly, I graduated, took the bar exam
and have never had anyone try to take my license away because I hadn't
completed the phys-ed requirement. But he, himself, set that tone. He was
very supportive of women students. He was very supportive in his attitude
and the way he dealt with us - just everything about him. I thought he was
wonderful. I still do think he was wonderful. That, I'm sure, had some effect
on the faculty and the fact that that law school always had a tradition of having
women students. Not many, not a lot, .but some women students.
Ms. Gerstman:

Let's talk about your classmates who might not have been quite as tolerant.

Ms. Freedman:

You know what, among my classmates, there probably were a few of the guys
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who thought, particularly as freshmen, that we, the women were taking the
place of some man who had to go out and earn a living to support his family
that was not fair. I think there was some of that.
Ms. Gerstman:

Was that vocalized?

Ms. Freedman:

It probably was, but I don't have a real good memory of what might have been

or what was said. I think that it was probably made known to all of us that
there was that view .
Ms. Gerstman:

Did you speak a lot to the women in your class?

Ms. Freedman:

Yeah, it was a small school .

Ms. Gerstman:

You were still commuting?

Ms. Freedman:

I was still commuting. You know, as I said, our attrition rate was pretty much
the same as the men's. Of the three ofus who graduated together, one left
town to do missionary work for her church, the other one left town for several
years and then came back and went into government service. But it wasn't
just the women in my own class. There was a bond among most of the
women at the school. There were the same syndromes, however, among the
women at the law school, the "Queen Bee" syndrome, which was very much
apparent in a couple of those people. Those were the years that there were still
black balls for law review. They could still black ball; one black ball and you
did not get in and that, in fact, happened to me and that black ball was from a
woman.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did you ever find out why?
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Ms. Freedman:

Oh, yeah, I would be a threat to her.

Ms. Gerstman:

Because she wanted to be the only woman in law review.

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, I would be a threat. As a matter of fact, she was dating very seriously
one of her classmates and they were both on law review and he was so
incensed by her action and her reason for the action, that he broke up with her.
That's the only reason I know, because he then told me what happened and
then a couple of the other guys confirmed that. Now, I was upset, but I was
not upset to the point that I was willing to jump up and down and scream and
holler because I was still working and I would have to work to stay in school
and ifl had gone on to law review, I would have had to give up my job.
Because there were no scholarships for law school, at that time, and ifl didn't
work, I wouldn't have the tuition and if I went to law review, the time that was
required for that would have cut into my working ability. So I was not
prepared to make an issue of it, because I could not afford to have it cut into
my working ability. But that happened at a lot of law schools, that black ball
business.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did that surprise you?

Ms. Freedman:

No, it didn't surprise me and I don't know that it surprised me then because
when your scrapping, scraping and fighting to get to the top of your
profession, obstacles placed in your path, the odds stacked against you, I think
that there are certain women whose mind sets say to them, not only can I not
afford to be helpful to my sisters, but my sisters are my competition. Ifthere
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is going to be a law firm, for example, that may be will hire one woman, damn
it, that woman is going to be me, it's not going to be her. So, I'm going to
make sure that it's not her; its going to be me. I don't like that attitude, I don't
subscribe to that attitude, I don't think I've ever been guilty of that, but I
understand that it is an attitude that some women had and some women have.
You know, they're in competition with other women and that's how they see
it. I call it the Queen Bee syndrome. When they get to the top anyway, "Well
I made it on my own and now you can make it on your own." I think that's a
bad attitude. Certainly, if you make it to the top, you have an obligation to
help your sisters. I really do believe that. Even if you are not at the top, if you
are in a position to be able to help another woman on her way, I think you
have an obligation to do that.
Ms. Gerstman:

Did you see any of that occurring from either the women who were in the
profession while you were in law school or the women who were a year or two
ahead of you?

Ms. Freedman:

In the case of this particular woman, she was ahead ofme at law school.

Ms. Gerstman:

No, I mean the positive. You reach out and help your sister.

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, actually I saw more of that because we were so few, that there was a very
strong bond that was created among us. I laugh because in any other
circumstance, many ofus would not have been friends. But, because we have
this bond, we clung to each other for support and became very good friends
and I think that's something that young lawyers today don't have. I don't
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know whether that's good or bad, but they don't have it. But we did used to
help each other in law school and after law school. I don't know if you want
to ask me any more about law school.
Ms. Gerstman:

We'll soon get to that, but I was wondering, was there something that while
you were in law school, there were women practicing in the community who,
specifically, went to help you with respect to advising you on applying for
jobs, including you in any sort of networking situation?

Ms. Freedman:

No, that didn't start until after we were out oflaw school.

Ms. Gerstman:

Or if whether any of the women in classes ahead of you did any of that?

Ms. Freedman:

No.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did you have any role models while you were in law school?

Ms. Freedman:

Women role models? Well, Eleanor Roosevelt was always a heroine of mine,
so I guess, I always had her in the forefront of my mind. She was a very
independent woman, not a lawyer, but accomplished a great deal . I admired
her greatly. There were no women lawyers that I knew. They're weren't that
many women lawyers around. I'm sure you would find women today who
would say that Sandra Day O'Connor was a role model. Sandra Day
O'Connor was in law school the same time I was, so she certainly couldn't
have been a role model. There were virtually no women judges at that point.
Cecil Weiner was on the Children's Court bench, Kenney Lowtz was a City
Judge in North Tonawanda, I think. Ruth Vogel was a judge in the City of
Tonawanda.
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Ms. Gerstman:

Did you know any lawyers personally?

Ms. Freedman:

No, I knew law students, a lot oflaw students. I knew my parents' lawyer.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did you ever discuss with him, your going to law school?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes.

Ms. Gerstman:

Was he supportive?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did he give you advice that was helpful?

Ms. Freedman:

I don't think so. I don't remember any advice he gave me about what to do
when I was in law school, or what to do after law school, but, in terms of
being supportive, yes.

Ms. Gerstman:

So, there you were in law school with, it might be said, not the most friendly
atmosphere, but not particularly hostile atmosphere, you had to work in order
to pay your tuition, you were still living at home, riding the buses, I assume.

Ms. Freedman:

Right.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did at any point, you think, "This is really too hard, why am I doing this?"

Ms. Freedman:

No, never thought that

Ms. Gerstman:

In retrospect, are you surprised that you never thought that?

Ms. Freedman:

No.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did you talk to the four women in your class who quit?

Ms. Freedman:

I talked to only one, and she's a women who was married to a physician, had a
couple of children, had a baby on a weekend, came to class on Friday and was
back in class on Monday and somewhere along the line, soon after that, began
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to have some mental problems and then flunked out. That was our junior year
and I subsequently heard from her several times and it became clear that she
had become more and more irrational and it is my understanding that
eventually, she was institutionalized. Other women had flunked out.
Ms. Gerstman:

Did they flunk out? Did any of them quit?

Ms. Freedman:

No. One flunked out at the end of our freshmen year as a result of her, what
was then called legal bibliography course. Today, it is called research and
writing, I think. That was a two day test or exam and she had done so poorly
on that, that her other grades were not good enough to raise that up and she
was very bitter about that. The professor who taught legal bib, and who also
was the librarian at the law school and was a woman, and who may people
thought was a bitter woman, and this student who flunked out as result of that,
really laid into her and I was around when that went on. She was very, very
angry and bitter and she thought that she had flunked because she was an
unusual woman, she was different. This was the woman who had come from
the Yukon. I don't know if she had any basis for that feeling or not. The rest
of us didn't flunk out because oflegal bib, so my guess is that that didn't play
a part in it, but I don't know that for a fact.

Ms. Gerstman:

When you were a law student, did you ever think who would hire you as a
lawyer, because I'm a woman?

Ms. Freedman:

I don't know ifl actively thought about that or not. My guess is that I
probably didn't. I was so busy trying to take care ofmy job, got my
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assignments done, was ready to recite in class, did well on my exams. I think
that that occupied so much of my mental processes that I don't think I had
time left over to think about who was going to hire me, but it probably was
true that at some level, it was going to be difficult.
Ms. Gerstman:

I would assume too, that because you had a relationship with a woman in the
class ahead of you that after she graduated and attempted to break into the job
market, did you think about that?

Ms. Freedman:

No, because she didn't have a problem. You're talking about Grace. She
didn't have a problem finding a job. She had been working in some capacity
that combined being a student. It might have been a precursor to today's
clinics, and she was working with John Condon and after she graduated, she
stayed with John Condon, so she never really went out to look elsewhere, she
just stayed with John. So that certainly would not have alerted me to the fact
that I would have a problem.

Ms. Gerstman:

So, it's graduation day; you know you have to sit for the bar exam. Do you
have a job lined tip at that point?

Ms. Freedman:

At that point, I had been clerking, I held three jobs in my senior year at law
school, and one of those jobs was clerking for Saperston, McNaughton &
Saperston and I knew that I would be able to stay on there. I wasn't sure I
wanted (o stay on there, so I did start pounding the pavement, which in those
days is what I did, we went from law office to law office, saying, I'm looking
for a job." I graduated during a recession and my male classmates were
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having a hard time finding positions, so when I was able to stay on at the firm
where I clerked, I was very, very relieved and happy that I had a job. Many of
my male colleagues did not, so, to that extent. There were some experiences
when I was pounding the pavement and looking to go somewhere else. I had
any number of lawyers who were thrilled at the prospect of hiring me as a
secretary because they wouldn't have to explain anything and they would have
another lawyer's brain very cheaply. That is the same thing that Sandra Day
O'Connor has talked about. I know exactly what she was talking about. It
happened to me. I could have had any number of jobs working as a secretary.
There were no paralegals at that time or I'm sure I could have had any number
of jobs as a paralegal, but I didn't go to law school to become a secretary. I
also had the, its hardly worth dignifying by reciting, but I think that it is
important for younger women to know this, the men who would , and I had
this said to me, "I couldn't have you working here. I would always want to
chase you around the desk and look up your skirt." They can't see the motion
I just made, but you know, any number of variations on that theme, so I was
very much aware that those problems were out there and I was very much
aware that other women were having that problem and how lucky I was that I
had a job I could go to if I wanted to stay and even that job, I had done a good
job as a clerk, I knew I would have to work hard, I knew I would have to be
better than any male. They never had a woman in that office, and I think, to
some extent, when the offer to stay on was made to me, I think part of the
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thinking that went on in making that offer was that, "It will be kind of cute for
a little while. It will be fun and interesting to have this little girl running
around the office for a while." I'm sure that was part of the thinking.
Ms. Gerstman:

We'll talk about your interview there. You must have gone through some
interview process.

Ms. Freedman:

No, I will tell you what happened. Some very strange things have happened to
me in my lifetime. Aaron Reich, who was my classmate, had been clerking
there during our junior year and he decided that he was going to leave. He
knew that I was looking for another job and he called me up and said that he
was going to leave this job. "Do you want this job?" And I said, "absolutely."
He said OK, hang on. He handed the phone to Harry Wiltsie, senior partner.
Harry gets on the phone. He says, "How long will it take you to get here?" I
· said, "What?" He said, "I want you to be here right now. How long will it
take you to get here?" I said, "It will probably take me at least 15 minutes."
He said, "OK, you better be here in 15 minutes." In 15 minutes, I was there.
He said that I would work 15 hours per week for starters. You'll make, I don't
even remember how much I was paid, and you start, now. That was my
introduction to that clerkship. Harry was a very hard task master, but I
learned, after some experience with him, that it was all bluff and bluster and
very little real hard although he had a reputation in the legal community, as
being tough as nails. We had, and I am jumping ahead of myself, to when
after I was admitted. I arrived at the office one morning, soon after I was
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admitted. He handed my a file and he said, "Here's this file; go prove it up."
I said, "What are you talking about." It was a divorce case. At that time in
New York, the only grounds for divorce was adultery and there were five
stock questions that you asked. In four, the answer was "yes" and in one, the
answer was "no" and they addressed all the affirmative defenses and
established a cause of action, and so I asked where the client was. He said that
she was over in court and will meet you there. I asked when am I going to
have a chance to talk with her. "You're not, but she already knows, I've
already prepared her." Well, you can guess what happened. OK, I had no
chance to talk to her. I walked into the courtroom, the judge called the case
and said your client is here. Put her on the stand. I had no time and I wasn't
smart enough, wasn't seasoned enough to say, "Your Honor, I would like to
have a little time to talk with my client." At that point, I didn't know that you
could say that to a judge. Of course, she gave him the wrong answers. "Have
you ever forgiven him?" "Well, yes" The answer was supposed to be "no"
"Have you ever condoned his conduct ?" "Yes." The answer was supposed to
be "no". "Have you co-habited?" "Yes." The answer was supposed to be
"no" I don't know what the true answer to any of those was but the judge, and
it was Carlton Fisher. The men loved him. I avoided him forever after that.
He said, "I'm going to call a recess in these proceedings. Miss Saccomando,
you better talk with your client and when you come back in, she better have
the right answers." So, I took her out in the hall and I was trying to explain
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this to her. I realized that I was making no headway. So, I finally said, "Look,
I'm going to ask you five questions. You're going to say "yes" to the first four
and "no" to the fifth, and that's the way I proved it up. After I was done, he
asked to see me in chambers and went up one side of me and down the other
side of me, including telling me that he had half a mind to have me disbarred
because I had come to court unprepared. OK, now I'm this fresh kid-lawyer. I
don't know what the heck I'm doing. I didn't know that you could talk back
to a judge; didn't know that you could request time to talk with your client. I
walked back to the office, walked straight into Harry's office, with the file in
my hand and I threw the file at him and said, "Don't you ever do that to me
again. If I am ever going to go to court for you again, you better make goddamn sure that I have time with your client before we go to court, because you
will NEVER do this to me again" and I turned on my heels and I stormed out
and all the other lawyers came out of their little cubbyholes, saying, "What
happened?" Harry, meantime, burst out laughing. From that day forward, I
never had a problem with that man and we yelled at each other routinely, he
yelled at me and I yelled at him. That's really when my salty language, of
which you just got a small demonstration, started. That's all sort of an answer
to your question about looking for a job. That is how I fell into that job.
Ms. Gerstman:

What made you look for another job, and not simply stay a the job at which
you clerked?

Ms. Freedman:

I think that I thought there might be other situations that might be more
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interesting. I was doing primarily collection work and I thought there might
be other situations that could offer more interesting avenues of practice and I
really thought that I owed it to myself to see what was out there. What was
out there was not very much unless I wanted to be a secretary and be chased
around the desk or have my skirt looked under. At least where I was, none of
that was going on. There were distinctions, even where I was, about pay.
When I was admitted, my pay was increased, all of $10.00 per week. I went
from $15.00 to $25.00 per week when I was admitted. The men who were
hired after me were paid more than I was and the explanation for that was that
they had families to support and I did not. At that point, where was I going to
go? Certainly, I would not go to be somebody's secretary and I was not going
to let anyone chase me around a desk. The large firms were not hiring women
and they certainly were not hiring Italian-Americans. So there was really
nowhere for me to go so I had to accept that. I also had to produce more work
and better work than anybody else, but, for me, that was probably the best
challenge I could have had because my attitude was, "I'll show you that I not
only can do it, but I can do it better." So, for me, my personality, all you have
to do is tell me that I can't do something and you know that I will do it. So,
that was probably a good challenge for me and there were senior partners and
there were senior partners, I don't even know ifl should mention the names of
the firms, but one of the senior, senior, senior partners had a very good client,
from Canada, and I can tell you two stories about him, whose son had been
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arrested on this side of the border for an illegal entry in a stolen vehicle and
had been chased down on railroad tracks and arrested in south Buffalo and of
course, our firm did not do any criminal work and if there was anything in the
criminal area that had to be attended to, it was the youngest lawyer in terms of
when you had been admitted, who was assigned to that. So, I of course, was
assigned to take care of this young man and the matter was returnable in City
Court before Judge Zimmer. You've heard Zimmer stories. OK. I had gone to
see Judge Zimmer about getting a YO treatment, a youthful offender for this
boy and he had assured me he would give him YO status. There was a codefendant who did not have a lawyer. On the day a plea was entered,
sentencing could happen at the same time. On the day that we were in court
on that, my boy's father was there and the co-defendant's mother was there
and because it was being given YO status, it was being handled in what used
to be the domestic relations part in City Court. In that court, there was a wall
between where most people sat waiting for their case to be called and the
bench and so when a case would be called, we would go in, all four of them
and me. And Judge Zimmer starts and he's ranting and he's carrying on and I
thought that the mother and the other boy were going to faint dead away. I
really did and I thought my boy would have an accident. I'm thinking to
myself, "Is he going to renege and not give him YO status in aUof this
screaming and carrying on?" And at the end of which, he says, "I want you to
know that it is only because you have one of the best lawyers in this
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community, that I am going give you this youthful offender status. If it wasn't
for your lawyer and how persuasive she has been, you'ld be in jail. So it got
resolved OK and we went back out to the main part of the courtroom itself and
this boy's father says to me, "Are your magistrates all like that?" I said, "No,
just Judge Zimmer." The upshot of all of that was that the senior, senior,
senior partner whose client this was, received a letter from this father extolling
my virtues and how courageous I had been with this maniac sitting on the
bench, and it was a three or four page letter about how wonderful I had been. I
got called in at that point. I got a raise and a new desk which I had been asking
for and best of all, I got a new secretary, because the secretary I had was old
enough to be my grandmother and she was very angry that she had to work for
this snippity little girl, and she knew more than this snippity little girl because
she had been a legal secretary for 125 years or something. So I got a new
secretary. She was right out of school and I trained her myself, best secretary I
ever had. But that is an instance where all of these things were going on. The
secretary resented me, the judge, who everybody thought was one of the
cruelest judges around, made me into a heroine and the senior partner finally
said, "OK, you made my client very happy. We'll give you some more
money." That was quite an experience.
Ms. Gerstman:

How long did you stay thee?

Ms. Freedman:

I stayed there until 1961, when I got married. I started with them when I was
still in school in'57, so I was there for four years and the reason that I left is
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that I was marrying a man lawyer and everybody was consternated as to
whether or not when I got clients, they would come to the firm or whether I
would send them over to Bob, you know, where did my loyalties lie. They
offered Bob a job. They wanted me to stay. That's how valuable I had
become in those four years. There are a lot of other instances I could tell you
about during those four years, but I think that, that was indicative of them all.
But, I want to tell you about the private club, don't let me forget about that.
Ms. Gerstman:

I want to talk about that

Ms. Freedman:

No, this is an earlier private club.

Ms. Gerstman:

No, I wanted to talk about that private club and about secretaries. But finish
this about why you left.

Ms. Freedman:

OK, they wanted me to stay, because they really thought I was valuable to the
firm, and by that time, I was. My clients were very loyal to me, even they
didn't start out as my clients. They started out as the partner's clients. I did a
hell of a job for them and I did work harder than any of the men did. I got
good results and so, I had good client support. The lawyers in that firm where
I worked liked my work. They realized that I was valuable. What they did,
how they opted to deal with this is that they would offer Bob a job. Bob,
already being an established lawyer doing totally different kind of work,
wanted no part of leaving where he was. It was a two person firm. I was with
a thirteen person firm. He didn't want to have that transition. He just was not
interested. He said, "Thank you, but no, thank you." Which then meant that I
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had to leave.
Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

The firm told you that you would have to go.
Yeah, and they told me the reason. The reason is that we don't know, you say
now that your loyalty is to us, but things change after you are married and you
might take all your clients over there. I'm told that by young women, that's
still the attitude in many of the firms.

Ms. Gerstman:

That doesn't surprise me. You do want to tell me an instance about a private
club. But lets first talk about secretaries, and we can talk about this more next
time when we talk about the entirety of your career. Did you find it true that
secretaries were generally resentful?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes. I found it true that wives were generally resentful and suspicious and
jealous. I don't know what the hell they thought went on during the day in
those law offices, I really don't, but they clearly thought something was going
on. I learned, very quickly, that I had to make a point of making those wives
my friends, which meant, at social functions, I would have much rather been
with the lawyers talking about lawyer things, but I would make a point to be
sure that I spent considerable time with the wives and was sympathetic to
them and cultivate them as my friends. Now, that sounds very Machiavellian,
and it probably was, but that was the way I could survive. Who needs, you're
working late at night with a lawyer on a case, and a wife nagging him when he
gets home, "What are you doing with that girl?" By the way, that is what they
called us, girls. "What are you doing having something to eat and you're
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telling me, that's work." They were very insecure and very suspicious and I
learned early on, I had to make them my friends in order for me to survive.
The secretaries were not quite that bad; they were not suspicious of any
romantic goings on, but they really did think, especially secretaries who
worked for lawyers who had been around for a long time.
Ms. Gerstman:

The secretaries who did not work for you, were they resentful?

Ms. Freedman:

The secretaries who did not work for me directly, I think, to some extent, were
jealous because I did hold a higher place in the pecking order and I, also with
them, was very careful to acknowledge their value and to compliment them on
their work, stuff like that. The secretaries who worked for me, once I got my
young secretary right out of school and trained her my way and she thought I
was wonderful, there was not a problem at that point, but before I got that
secretary, there was a big problem.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did they try to undermine?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, there was this attitude, you know, I've been here, I said 125 years. That's
an exaggeration, in case you hadn't guessed, but, I've been doing this for thirty
years, and here she is, this little snip, who is barely out of diapers, and I looked
very young and she's telling me what to do. I know more than she does and in
some instances, like how to fill out forms, they were probably right, but in
analyzing cases and deciding strategy, they thought they knew more and this
one, in particular, really resented working for me. She really resented it, and I
know that is how she viewed me, that little snip of a girl. Who does she think
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she is? I am this person who is very experienced and I know everything there
is to know and she is telling me what to do. I found that in other secretaries
too, but that was probably the worst of those situations, and happily, after a
period of time, I didn't have to deal with it anymore.
Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

We're going to end.
But you were going to talk about other staff. There are bookkeepers, file
clerks, office managers. There is all of that and in those days, they were
always men. I never had problems with them.

Ms. Gerstman:

Before we stop, again during your Saperston days, you said you had an
incident.

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, in the Midday Club. The Midday Club was a private club on the top
floor of the Liberty Bank Building. And our offices were in that building. The
Midday Club was a men's club. I didn't know that at the time of this incident,
but again there was a very good client of the senior, senior partner that was in
and I was going to court with him in the morning and Howard wanted me to
take him to lunch at the Midday Club. So, we go to the Midday Club and they
wouldn't let us in. They wouldn't let us in because I am a woman and they
don't allow women in here. We go back to the office and Howard's reaction
to that was, "Not how dare they exclude her," but "how dare she be a woman
so she can't have lunch there," and I lost the file. It was given to somebody
else. So, when we had that big struggle later over private clubs later, that it
really doesn't matter; it does matter, it matters a lot and that was one instance
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where it mattered a lot in my career because that was a very important client
and a very important file and it was taken away from me because I could not
take this guy to lunch at the Midday Club. So, I wanted to tell you about that.
Ms. Gerstman:

Were there ever instances at that firm, I mean, that firm was clearly much
more enlightened than the other firms in town, in that, even that they were
willing to hire you and trust you with some of the most important clients of
the firm. But were there other instances like that where you felt that you were
treated differently or given different files based upon the fact that you are a
woman?

Ms. Freedman:

There was one where I had to accompany a male client for a physical in a
personal injury action and the male doctor and client did not want me in the
room. I was not quite sure how to deal with that. I stayed in the room. I was
not going to budge. I made the mistake of presenting this problem, in
discussion, with one of the other lawyers, an older lawyer. I said, "I really
didn't know how to deal with this situation and it never occurred to me that
there would be a problem. It apparently never occurred to the lawyer who
asked me to do this, but there was a problem and did I deal with it correctly?"
Somehow, this got back to other partners and so the personal injury area was
not taken away, but curtailed.

Ms. Gerstman:

Were you pigeonholed into certain areas because you are a woman. Women,
often, in those days were pigeonholed.

Ms. Freedman:

Not really, to the extent that I did a lot of collection work, but I was hired to
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work mainly with Harry. But that collection work took me into court a lot, to
State Court, Federal Court, and Bankruptcy Court and I was, even in that
context, I had other lawyers assigning me things to do in other areas oflaw, so
I never really got pigeonholed, and I know what you are talking about. Some
of the women were only allowed to do back room work, like real estate stuff
or estate work, which, at that time, was considered back room work That
never really happened, but yes, I did a lot of collection work, but as I said, that
collection work, gave me a lot of court room experience.
Ms. Gerstman:

Were you still living at home?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, I lived at home, I lived with my parents until I got married ..

Ms. Gerstman:

And, when you graduated and you are now in your first job as a lawyer, what
was your parents' reaction?

Ms. Freedman:

My parents were very, very proud. They didn't treat me any differently. I was
still the daughter.' They didn't suddenly become deferential. That did not
happen. Other people became deferential but not my parents, not my brothers,
but they certainly were proud. There are a lot of funny stories that go with
that, like I said earlier, at that time, the only grounds for divorce was adultery
and two witnesses were needed for the adultery, and it was common to go sit
outside of someone's house in a car and wait to observe someone going into a
house, the lights turning off, what time was that and sometime later, the lights
going back on in the house and that person coming out. That was your
witness to the adultery and it was always the younger lawyers who were
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required to do that duty. It was very hard for my parents to believe that was
what I was doing all night, sitting in a car watching whether someone went
into a house or not.
Ms. Gerstman:

You weren't still taking the bus ...

Ms. Freedman:

I was still taking the bus.

Ms. Gerstman:

Whose car were you sitting in?

Ms. Freedman:

In John Kirschner's car, one of the other lawyers in the office. A bachelor, by
the way, at that time. It was very hard for my parents to believe. That was so
funny. They accepted it with, we don't think this is true, but it might be true,
so we aren't going to object, but that was really funny, those instances. You
started to ask me something else about my living at home. One of the terrible
things that happened. At that time, I was much healthier and I would
frequently walk to and from the office, except in the winter when my father
would pick me up and I would frequently walk home coming down Niagara
Street. At that time, there were two coffee chops in close proximity to each
other where a lot of men who congregate, almost all of them known to me and
again, I'm still in this immigrant community. I didn't get out of the immigrant
community until I got married. I always lived in that immigrant community
and one of the defendants in a matter that I sued, he was the defendant, got
really upset and filed a complaint, that it the only time that I am aware of that
a complaint had been filed against me with the Erie County Bar Association
Grievance Committee and the gist of the complaint was that it was known that
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I walked down Niagara Street and that I had been observed stopping to talk in
front of these two coffee shops with these men who were known criminals, i.e.
Mafia and that I, myself, am Italian-American, my father is an immigrant and
bottom line to that was that I must have criminal connections and must be part
of a mafia family, and that was the complaint that was filed. Years later when
I took up the crusade to expunge these records which never get expunged, as
you know, no matter how baseless they are, and the reason they don't get
expunged is because, somewhere along the line, it may establish a course of
conduct. That's, as far as I am concerned, a bunch of baloney. It seems to me
that if there is something as baseless as this was, it never went farther than,
here's this complaint as far as I know.
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This is the third interview of the oral history of Maryann Saccomando Freedman which is being
taken on behalf of Women Trailblazers in the Law, a project of the American Bar Association
Commission on Women in the Profession. It is being conducted by Sharon Stem Gerstman on
July 31, 2007.

Ms. Gerstman:

This is July 31, 2007, Sharon Stem Gerstman speaking with Maryann
Saccomando Freedman. Where we left off last time, you were talking about
the job that you had upon graduation from law school which was at the firm at
which you were in law school and we stopped at the point where you and Bob
were about to get married and you were required to leave the firm, and we
talked about some of the circumstances under which that was required of you.
Before we talk, specifically, about your meeting Bob and your life after Bob, I
know that there \\'.ere some other things you wanted to say about what those
four years of practice were like, some of the things you talked about, some of
the circumstances that happened. I know you wanted to share some of the
other representative experiences that you had.

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, indeed. I know that I talked last time about Judge Fisher, as I recall, and
I think what I didn't add onto that is that I learned that the reason that he was,
what I think, so tough on me was that it had to do with his wife, who I
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apparently looked like or she looked like me and his disdain for women
lawyers. As I told you, the men loved him. I would avoid him at all costs. I
would cross the street to avoid him. But there was another judge and another
experience that I had that, I think, was also very typical of what young women
lawyers who were going into the courtroom to actually try cases were up
against with the bench at that time. Of course, there was no place that you
could go to file a grievance, unlike today, where, I think almost every state has
something comparable to our judicial conduct commission. There were no
rules about equality, diversification and treating women equally and that kind
of thing. I had to go to Special Term in front of Judge Rowe and at that time,
Special Term, was really special term. It wasn't the judge's special term and
so lawyers would be hanging from the rafters and it was always a long
calendar and my case was finally called and I walked up to the bench and
when I started to speak, he looked up, got very upset, "Who's this little girl
here?" and there was some back and forth going on between us. His final
words were, "Girls do not practice in my courtroom. Bailiff, escort her out of
the courtroom" and the bailiff did. Of course, I'm but, but, butting and of
course, that meant I couldn't deliver for my client or for my firm. Personally,
I was insulted and needless to say, I was very upset and that incident has
stayed with me all these years. But, the other side of that is that as I was being
escorted out and sitting down out in the hall and carrying on with the bailiff,
Judge Noonan was walking down the corridor and saw all this. He stopped
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and said, "Maryann," because I had known him in another context, "What's
problem?" and I explained it, not as calm as I am now relating the story that
Judge Rowe had thrown me out of his courtroom because girls don't practice
in his court. He told me to just sit there for a little while, "calm down and I'll
be back," whereupon he went into Judge Rowe's courtroom. I don't know
what he did. I'm sure he said something, because when he came back out, he
said "Wait about ten minutes, go back in and your case will be called again."
That is exactly what happened. The case was called again and my speech,
whatever one does in Special Term. I truthfully don't remember whether I
won or lost. It was just such a traumatic event for me. I don't know how I
would have dealt with it if Judge Noonan hadn't appeared on the scene. It was
what many of us faced. There is a funny story that Grace has, Grace Marie
Ange. She was practicing with John Condon, who did criminal law and she
had a motion to examine jury minutes. You know about this. We did a skit
about these two incidents in the Bar Revue 1 and there were photographs that
went with the grand jury minutes and Judge La Tona granted her motion that
she could review the grand jury minutes but she could not look at the
photographs. He barred her from looking at the photographs. It's ludicrous
and you look back on it and shake your head and say, "Did those things really
happen." But they really did happen. Today, you would have an opportunity
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Erie County Bar Revue - a musical, comical show written and performed by lawyers in
Buffalo, New York.
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to file a complaint; whether it would be wise to do that is another issue, but
there are remedies that we didn't have at that time. Some of the other
problems we had as women lawyers was the inability to pick up the phone and
call another woman in another discipline. For example, you have a client who
has a problem getting a mortgage. You need to be able to pick up the
telephone and call somebody you know at one of the banks and say, "Hey, I've
got this client. I vouch for this client. Client needs a mortgage. What can you
do to help?" Men do that and did it all the time. Women did not have that
advantage for a couple ofreasons: (1) there weren't very many women in any
of the higher levels of anything and (2) and we hadn't really started
networking with any other disciplines. The first time that I was able to pick
up the phone and call a woman banker to help get a mortgage for a client, it
was cause for celebration. I felt so good that I had someone I knew who could
solve the problem and that felt so good. We did not have a lot of that at that
time.
Ms. Gerstman:

It was never comfortable for you to pick up the phone and call a man that you
had met?

Ms. Freedman:

Well, yes, the comfort level was not the problem so such, as not having the
contacts. You know, the men would go out golfing and see each other in the
locker room and they would sit around the bar, they would play their eighteen
holes. Women couldn't do that; women couldn't play golf during those hours
and there were no organizations to meet the men. Rotary was all men, Zonta
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was all women and, in fact, I did join Zonta and one of the reasons was
precisely what we are talking about here. The local organization here, which
is purely a networking group, that was organized precisely for this reason so
that, I can remember saying to a group of lawyers who started that group, I
know any number of women lawyers. I don't have a problem calling women
lawyers, the problem is knowing the women who are in other disciplines who are the accountants, who are the psychiatrists, who are the researchers,
any number of other disciplines and that is how that whole networking group
got started here and it was one of the reasons that I joined Zonta, was to meet
those other women who did other things, so then, I could pick up a phone and
call a woman in that discipline. Ifl knew a man and I knew him well, I didn't
have a problem calling him. Obviously, I had to do that, but it wasn't quite
the same, in those days, even those men, unless they knew you well, thought
that was a little odd or amusing even, and that was the worst of all things is to
be considered cute and amusing. I'd rather they think I was odd, rather than
cute and amusing. So, it wasn't all that easy and that bears also on the client
base - the traditional thinking at the time was that you joined organizations to
develop a client base. Well, those organizations were not available to most
women and so we had to find other ways to develop a client base. In my case,
most ofmy early clients were immigrants and they came to me for a couple of
reasons: (1) they knew me from the neighborhood and so they felt comfortable
and (2) I also spoke their language and they could explain to me their problem
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in their own native tongue and I could deal with it. But the corporate clients,
for women, it was an impossible thing.
Ms. Gerstman:

Did the firm have any expectations of you as a young associate to bring in a
certain number of clients?

Ms. Freedman:

The short answer to that is yes. I think that there was less of that in those
years - expectations of young associates, at least right off the bat, but at two or
three years down the line, yes, they expected you to bring in clients and
women were at a clear disadvantage in that regard, particularly, if it was a firm
that did corporate work because women just didn't have the access to that. In
those large firms that had a couple of women on their staffs, those women
really did, what was called then, backroom work. They never saw clients.
There was one woman at a large firm who shall remain nameless, who had
been there for many, many years, was acknowledged even by her colleagues,
to be better than men in her firm, but they would never make her a partner and
they kept her working in the back room. So, as I said earlier, we worked twice
as hard, twice as long, produced work that was twice as good for half the pay
and that was the situation that lasted, certainly for a good part of my career.

Ms. Gerstman:

Is there anyone besides you and Grace who were in the courtroom?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, there was Patty Lowtz, who was from North Tonawanda and was in a
firm. There was at least one woman in the DA's office.

Ms. Gerstman:

How about Eileen?

Ms. Freedman:

Eileen Tomaka. She usually sent somebody in her place and she never tried
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her own cases. Bob Stein tried her cases. But that was even later, not right
away. In the 70s she started doing her own pretrials. She graduated ahead of
me.
Ms. Gerstman:

I want to talk a little bit about the circumstances around which you met Bob,
but I also want to talk about your own networking, first with Women Lawyers
of Western New York. Was that the first association that you belonged to?

Ms. Freedman:

Well, at that time Women Lawyers of Western New York was called
Counselors. It had been established sometime around 1913 or 1914. In 1964,
we celebrated its 50th anniversary, so it had to be 1914. There were always a
few women lawyers around. Not all of them practiced, either in public practice
or private practice. Some of them were in, what I call public practice. A few
were in private practice and some didn't do anything. They just didn't
practice any kind of practice. I felt, very strongly, let me back up. When we
first graduated from law school, they invited us to attend a meeting and they
entertained us. Our meetings were held in private homes, we were so few
women, or at lunch, if it was a lunchtime meeting, at one table in the Yankee
Doodle Room at AMA's. That was all we needed and the women there, you
could just see it in their eyes, that they were so eager and so much wanting the
next generation of women lawyers to move forward, to move farther in the
profession than they were able to move, and it was almost, you could feel it, it
would pulsate through the room. They were the real pioneers and had it a lot
harder than we did, who came along some 30 or 40 years later. We
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eventually, I think it was in 1964, we changed the name to the Women
Lawyers of Western New York, and the reason that we did that was that was
when behavioral counselors were starting to be known as counselors and it
was our feeling that there was confusion about what exactly we were and there
was no confusion in our minds that we were lawyers and we changed the name
to what we believed, would be more descriptive as to what we do.
Ms. Gerstman:

Did the women in that organization that were older, were they a good
resource, counselors to you, or a group to hear your plight?

Ms. Freedman:

It was more the latter. They were, on the whole, not in a position to be of any
help because they had not been able to make it beyond a certain point. To the
extent that one or two of them had, like Madge Taggert went on to the bench
in I think, 1963 or 1962, somewhere in there, she could, by virtue of the
position, be more helpful in mentioning us. Even with Madge, it was so tough
for her to get to where she got, that I'm not sure she could really be very
helpful in what we should or shouldn't do, probably what we shouldn't do. I
think that they all wanted to mentor, and I would never fault them for not
mentoring, I don't think that they had a lot to mentor with. They were
certainly there, and if a position became available and anyone knew about it,
the word would go out, so that, at least we could go and interview for that
position or apply for that position. AB my generation got more into our
practices, and opportunities presented themselves, we seized those
opportunities to help each other and I will give you a perfect example - the
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Erie County Bar Association. For years, they had three very prestigious,
important committee, ethics, grievance and judiciary and no women had sat on
those committees from day one and the response was always that we don't
know any women and what I did with this group of women lawyers is that we
sat down and said, "OK, who do we have that can sit on this committee, who
has got the credentials, the smarts and can do it with distinction so that we are
not embarrassed. I went through each of those committees and I went to the
then president of the Erie County Bar armed with those names. Because when
he said, "I don't know any women." I said that I would get him some women
and I went, armed with those names. I knew the background of each of them.
I had already spoken with them, knew that they would accept the appointment
and knew that they would be great. That was the first year, and I am trying to
remember what year that was. I'd have to go back and look, but the president
was Bobby Koren.
Ms. Gerstman:

We are talking about the 70s.

Ms. Freedman:

I think that is the 70s. I'm not sure. It was either late 60s or early 70s. But
that was the first year, women went onto those committees and they served
with distinction on those committees and we always had another list for the
next year, because on those committees, there was a three year tenure and then
a rollover and I so I always had a list of women to serve on those committees,
and of course, now, it is no longer an issue but it was a big issue at that time, a
tremendous issue at that time.
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Ms. Gerstman:

Let's go back to the 50s, you were at Saperston and how did you meet Bob?

Ms. Freedman:

I met Bob in 1961, no, I'm sorry, we got married in 1961; I met him in 1960.
How did I meet him? Well, it was at Calendar Call. The youngest lawyer in
the firm always went to Calendar Call in the morning. Honest to goodness
calendar calls; judges presided, lawyers showed up and so I was at Calendar
Call and after Calendar Call, there was a favorite watering hole, a coffee shop,
at that time called Dickie Fay's, and Calendar Call would end maybe about
10:30 and a whole bunch ofus would go over to have coffee. Bob was then
trying a case in Federal Court, which was across the street from Dickie Fay's
and they would take their break at about the same time and they would come
in to have coffee, Mike Dillon, Bob, Bob Murphy and I forget who else was
representing co-defendants and I would see him there in the morning. The
lawyers would always be at one big table and would talk . I didn't even know
his name, but eventually, through those morning coffee klatches, I did learn
his name and he did ask me out and we started dating, got engaged, got
married a year later. So, that is how I met him, all having to do with the law.

Ms. Gerstman:

OK, and while you were dating him, you obviously were from different
backgrounds, what did your parents think?

Ms. Freedman:

My parents liked Bob a lot and of course, he met my parents on our very first
date, because that is what we did. I did not meet his parents until we were
ready to become engaged. My parents liked Bob a lot, and you are referring
specifically to the difference in our religious backgrounds and ethnic
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backgrounds, my being Italian-American and Catholic and Bob being Jewish.
That did not bother my parents at all.
Ms. Gerstman:

The fact that you could not get married in the church.

Ms. Freedman:

Was my choice, really. I had, by that time, I think become rather an agnostic.
I had also, I think I told you last week, how I had been sent to different
Sunday schools and I had gone to Temple Beth Zion, as well, and so I knew a
fair amount, probably by that point, more than Bob did about Judaism. I knew
Marty Goldberg, who was the rabbi at Temple Beth Zion and I had known him
for a number of years and had engaged in many long, philosophical, religious
overtoned discussions, so I was very comfortable with the Jewish faith, with
the reformed Jewish faith and I don't know, it just seemed like the natural
thing to do. My dad felt very strongly that we shouldn't be observing two
religions in one household. That would be difficult but he had always been
anti-cleric and there was no big deal about not being married in church. The
only thing that happened is that he had two sisters who were nuns and his
older sister was a mother general of her order in Rome and she secured a papal
blessing for us and mailed it. Of course, we couldn't use the papal blessing
and my dad didn't know what to tell her and I didn't know what to tell her, so
for a while, I would find the paper on my dresser in the morning and I would
immediately put it on my father's dresser and the next morning, it would be on
mine. This papal blessing went back and forth between the two of us with
nobody knowing quite how to deal with it. The way we dealt with it is to not
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deal with it. It just got to be a joke, you know, like where is it now? I wish I
had it now; it's probably a collectors' item. That was not a problem and
because it was not a problem, and because I had, and I say this, not wanting to
sound like I was dictatorial, but I had already decided when we decided to get
married, that we would be married in Temple and I had already decided that
what children we had would be raised as Jews. So, there was never any
discussion between Bob and me, any deep discussion because I had already
made those decisions on my own. Because of that, I think, it eliminated
problems with his family. I suspected there would have been problems had it
gone the other way. The only thing that I did insist on, to this day, and we
have been married now, forty-six years, was a Christmas tree. Christmas, for
me, is a family holiday. I don't see the Christmas tree as having religious
significance, but it does have, it does give off a certain feeling of warmth and
familial tenderness and I did not think that I could give up a Christmas tree
and I did say, that was the one thing I really needed to have, wanted to have
and Bob agreed to that and we have always had a Christmas tree and my
family is always together on Christmas Eve, as it always was and still are, and
that is the extended family, my brothers, my sisters-in-law, my nieces and
nephews. We are all together on Christmas Eve. No one seems to mind and
when Bob's parents were living, his parents would join us on Christmas Eve.
Ms. Gerstman:

Were there discussions between the two of you as to whether or not you would
continue to practice law. But, certainly it was fairly usual at the time, for a
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woman, when she got married, to quit working.
Ms. Freedman:

The discussion between us was where was I going to practice law. And I think
its important to understand this, too. I don't know if this is necessarily true
today, but it was then. Bob is nine years older than I am. He was already
established in his practice. I was not a threat to his practice. My
contemporaries would have thought that I would be a threat to them. I was not
a threat to Bob. He was already well-established, had a great reputation. He
didn't need or not need me and I think that was an important thing at that time.
The only thing we ever talked about was where I was going to practice law.
As I told you, Saperston offered him a job. He said, "Thank you, but no thank
you," which then meant "where would I go?" And he and his uncle, with
whom he practiced, just assumed that I would go with them and that is exactly
what I did. So, we were a three person office for a while, for a long time.

Ms. Gerstman:

What was that like?

Ms. Freedman:

It was all right. It was OK We had different ways of doing things. Bob's

desk is always messy. I was, at least, always very neat. I took it upon myself
one day, to put some papers into files from his desk, which, of course, meant
he couldn't find anything anymore. As long as the papers were out on his
desk, he knew where everything was and he could put his finger on it within
half a second. Once they were put into files, he couldn't find anything. That
was the first and last time I ever did that. That probably was the biggest of
whatever problems there were. Jerry Cantor was his uncle, did a lot of estate
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work and he viewed me as someone who could come in and relieve him of a
lot of that work, because Bob was not interested in doing estate work. He was
interested purely in criminal defense and that is what he did best. He had
come out of the U.S. Attorney's Office and that is what he loved to do, and so
with Jerry, he never said anything, he just expected me to take over a lot of the
estate work. I did, so he could spend more time with his cronies and pals.
There were very good things, and again, I lucked out on so many things.
Judge Henderson, John Henderson, was then on the Federal Court, and who
had been the U.S. Attorney for the Western District, Bob was his first
assistant, and Henderson decided that I needed more Federal Court experience
as opposed to state. So, he started assigning me one criminal defendant a
month and one of these criminal defendants was a young woman who had
become enamored of a man who was a bank robber and she and he and
another man held up a series of banks. They were charged with armed robbery
and there were some murders in the process. Now we are dealing with felony
murders in the federal system. She was a young girl, I don't think she was
twenty, and pregnant and stupid. But anyway, there were indictments here and
in New Jersey and in the Southern District and the felony murders were here
and in the Southern District. And the day that we were scheduled to start
picking a jury was October 19, 1963 and sometime before that, I learned that I
was pregnant and my due date that I was given was October 19th. So I
thought about this, discussed it with Bob, didn't know what to do, and
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decided that I better go tell Henderson about this. And this particular case, if
you sneezed in this case, it was reported in the press. So, I go running down
to the courthouse and tell Henderson that this is my quandary. My due date is
October 191h. Jury selection is scheduled for October 191h. I don't know quite
what to do and so he said, "Well, what we need to do is get the U.S. Attorney
in here, go into the courtroom and put this on the record." I said, "OK." The
U.S. Attorney comes up, and we go into the courtroom and all the
microphones from the radio station are all lined up on the tables and the pencil
press is there in great numbers. At that time, we had two newspapers here, but
because it was of interest in New York and New Jersey, as well. There were
representatives of the press from those other places, here and there is this
room full of media people. Henderson is this very large man, very
distinguished looking. The bench in this particular courtroom is very much
raised off the floor, so you are really looking up at this god, I guess. He had a
booming voice. He indicated the name of the case and then recites the fact
that Ms. Freedman just informed the Court ...
Ms. Gerstman:

Mrs. Freedman

Ms. Freedman:

You're right, Mrs. Freedman has just informed the Court, I don't even know if
he said that. He might have said "Counsel" has just informed the court that
she is pregnant and her due date is the date of jury selection, so I have made a
decision, her husband is a lawyer, her husband does criminal defense, so I am
appointing him co-counsel. There is this mad scurrying of all this press. We
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had not told our parents, we had not told anybody, so I went, literally, tearing
up Court Street, ran into the office, screamed at Bob, there may even have
been clients there, "Call your mother; I'm calling my mother." By the time we
got our mothers on the phone, it was on the radio. Bob's mother heard it on
the radio.
Ms. Freedman:

Was this the first time you and Bob actually worked together on a case?

Ms. Freedman:

No, we probably worked on cases because we were in the same office. I know
he hated doing matrimonials and Jerry would have matrimonials and ask Bob
to do them. Because Bob hated doing them, he would ask me to do them, but
that whole thing was really so bizarre that is the only word I can think of.

Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

Did you continue to represent her?
We continued to represent and actually before I gave birth, we worked out a
deal for her which was a good one where we agreed for her to plead to one of
the lesser counts in New York and one of the lesser counts in New Jersey.
Then all of these counts here would be dismissed and all of the felony counts
in the other jurisdictions would be dismissed, and it was a very good deal for
her and because she was pregnant, I'm pretty sure because she was pregnant, I
don't remember if she ended up serving any time, I don't think so. I know I
would hear from her for a long time afterward, and many years later, I got a
letter from the boyfriend, who was the father of the child she was pregnant
with, wanting to know where he could reach her. By that time, I had lost
contact with her, so I didn't know. Donald's birth was not that bizarre, not
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quite that exciting.
Ms. Gerstman:

During those two years before Brenda was born, were you able to work
enough, have enough of a practice to really make a living.

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, I would say that between Jerry's estate work and matrimonial work and
my own client base that I was slowly building up and the assigned cases, yeah,
I did have enough.

Ms. Gerstman:

You find out you are pregnant with Brenda, and what's the plan now?

Ms. Freedman:

My plan now for continuing my work was to stay home for six months
because I intended to breast feed and come back part-time and full-time after
she was in school. Then, of course, Donald came along, so the full-time didn't
really come back until he was in first grade. But, I did. I stayed home for six
months and then I came back to the office part-time. What part-time meant
varied according to what had to be done and when I could do it. The biggest
problem, I think, that I had was when I had a court appearance at nine in the
morning, and there were no day care centers at that time, so we had to rely on
grandparents and sitters who were trust worthy and didn't drink, and so the
problem was that ifl had a nine o'clock court appearance, and the sitter didn't
show up, what could you do? For me, again, I guess I had really been lucky,
because I practiced with my husband and this was also his child, I was able to
say, "Bob, you have to go over and make this appearance for me," and he did.
The idea of his staying home with the child was totally foreign. Nobody even
thought of that at that time. But, it did make my life easier, or ifmy kid got
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sick and I had to be home, my life was a whole lot easier, even when I was
back full time, I could say, "Bob, go over and make this appearance" or "You
need to get this adjourned for me " or "You need to see this client and this is
what you have to find out from this client." I'm not sure that ifl had been
practicing elsewhere, that I could have handled it all, even as well as I did.
Ms. Gerstman:

Did your mother volunteer?

Ms. Freedman:

Nobody ever volunteered to babysit. She would babysit ifl asked her. Bob's
mother would, ifl asked here. Nobody ever volunteered. I don't think they
saw their roles as being baby sitters.

Ms. Gerstman:

What was their attitude about the fact that you were working with young ones
at home?

Ms. Freedman:

I don't think it bothered them just as long as they believed that I made

arrangements for good care.· My mother was never upset by that. I don't think
Bob's mother was either. When I asked them, they were always pleasant,
gracious and willing, but you asked if they volunteered, no they never
volunteered. Julie Falvey said to me, one day, we used to be working mothers
and now, we're working grandmothers.

There really is a difference in how I

execute my role as a grandmother from the ways that my mother and Bob's
mother did and other mothers from their generation.
Ms. Gerstman:

So, Brenda's pending birth is broadcast on the radio.

Ms. Freedman:

Yes

Ms. Gerstman:

Is there any other publicity?
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Ms. Freedman:

Oh, yeah. Her impending birth was carried on every radio station .

Ms. Gerstman:

Oh, I don't mean about her birth. I mean, were there any other cases that you
had a lot of publicity?

Ms. Freedman:

At that time and in those years? I don't think so; I don't remember any that
stand out. I don't remember any that were quite as publicity grabbing as that
one was.

Ms. Gerstman:

The fact that you and Bob were practicing together. Was that viewed as an
oddity?

Ms. Freedman:

Yeah, women lawyers were viewed as an oddity to begin with, but to be
practicing together was also odd and he would get, from his male colleagues,
stupid comments like, "What is it like to sleep with a lawyer?" Really dumb.
You know, I'd like to think that lawyers are much more intelligent, but
unfortunately, in certain areas, they are still stupid. In later years, when I
became much better known than Bob, in the legal profession, he would kid
himself and say, "I'm Mr. Shirley Temple." But the kidding that he got from
other lawyers was always along that same kind of line, you know, "What is it
like to sleep with another lawyer?" And women would make comments
equally as stupid. "You two must argue all the time." Equally as stupid, not
quite as crass.

Ms. Gerstman:

The other women who were practicing, were they, for the most part, still
single?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes.
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Ms. Gerstman:

Was there another woman who was married?

Ms. Freedman:

Jean Peterson was married, Lillian Cowen was widowed by that time. Irma
Thom wasn't married yet. She married much later in life.

Ms. Gerstman:

So, you tried to practice law and have a husband and have and raise children,
were they any other beside you?

· Ms. Freedman:

There was Jean Peterson who had a bunch of children. She had seven or eight
children.

Ms. Gerstman:

She also practiced with her husband

Ms. Freedman:

She also practiced with her husband, right. Elaine Salvo. She wasn't married.
Yeah, I guess you're right.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did you ever give it a moment's thought about if this was really worth trying
to do all of this?

Ms. Freedman:

No, I didn't. But what I did realize is that there are different priorities at
different times. Later on, I used to think it was a disservice to, we used to
speak to groups of women, students, law students and I thought it was a
disservice to tell them, "You can have it all; you can do it all, at the same
time," because I don't really think that you can have it all and do it all at the
same time. I think the priorities change, and they can change day-to-day. If
you've got a kid who is sick and needs to be hospitalized, that's a priority at
that point in time. When that kid is all recovered, it's no longer a priority,
something else is a priority. You do the same thing with your files. If you are
going to be in court tomorrow on a file, that file today is the priority. You get
Page 20

a call from somebody who says they were just arrested, that's a priority and so
if you can accept the fact that priorities change and it's not the same priority
every day, then you can deal with it. Do you have to make compromises?
Absolutely, but ifl wasn't a lawyer, I would have to make compromises too
and you have to determine what is the thing you need to do at that moment in
time and realize that you can't be president of the bar one year out of law
school. You need experience, but you can't be president of the bar for a
number of other reasons and the same is true, I think, right down the line, even
today if there is a serious illness in my family, that is going to be my priority.
When my father was dying, that was my priority. Somebody else had to cover
for me in whatever my office requirements were and I think, for a long time
and even still, we don't give that message to young women. I think that we
make them feel like, you must be in the office doing legal work from eight
o'clock in the morning to eight o'clock at night and during those twelve hours,
you can't even think about your child, your sister, your mother, whatever, and
I think that's bad. It's unrealistic. It's unhealthy. Then what happens is that
you have someone dying in your family, you can't give that person the
attention that that person needs at the other end of the life spectrum. The same
is true when you have a small child who has needs and when you have a client
who has needs. You prioritize every day and it's a disservice to young women
to say that, they don't have to do that. They do have to do that.
Ms. Gerstman:

At some point did juggling private practice and your children and your other
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responsibilities, make you seek or accept a government job?
Ms. Freedman:

No, that's not how it happened. The first government job that I took was with
the Buffalo City Court and I was called by the then incumbent legal assistant
to judges, law clerk, whatever you want to call it, and it was considered to be
part-time and she said that she was retiring and did I want that job. And I
thought about it and discussed it with Bob. I thought at least ther.e, I know I'm
going to get a paycheck. My clients don't always pay and so, it was part-time,
except the part-time was not part-time. Part-time really meant 40 hours a
week and I did take that position. I was the only lawyer to work for all twelve
of the judges there. Now, I think, there are six, maybe more, but at that time, I
was the only one. It was a forty hour week, at least. Then, while I was there,
Mike Wolfgang called me. He was the Attorney General in charge of the
western New York office. He asked me whether I would be interested in
going to the Attorney General's Office, so I talked with him about what kind
of work it would be and all that and decided that I would do that.

Ms. Gerstman:

Now, what year were you in City Court?

Ms. Freedman:

I think I was in City Court from 1971. I'm getting my dates mixed up; it was
in the early 70s.

Ms. Gerstman:

But you had already returned to full-time work?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes.

Ms. Gerstman:

And thought you were taking a part-time job in addition to the full time one?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes
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Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

And then you went to the Attorney General's Office.
Yes, and by the way, somebody should do a history of Ruth Tock, who was
the Solicitor General of the State of New York at that time, who was a
phenomenal woman, great lawyer, someone really should do a biography of
her. So anyway, then I went to the Attorney General's Office. I was working
very long hours at the Attorney's General's Office and I think this is what
underlines the assumption of your question. I was doing a lot of appellate
work and I was doing a lot of courtroom work and I was putting in very, very
long hours. What I would do is that I would take work home with me. I
would have dinner with my family, put the kids to bed and then I would work
well into the night and early morning hours. I'm a night owl, and at that time,
I didn't need a lot of sleep and so it was OK to do it that way. But there was
one night that Brenda wanted to talk with me about something, and she came
down from bed to see ifl was still working and I told her that I couldn't talk to
her now, wait till later, and this went on and I didn't realize how many times
and how late into the night it was until, at some point, she had fallen asleep
and I went upstairs to see her and she clearly had been crying and I realized
that here's this child who had something important that she needed to talk
with her mother about and was told that I was not available to her and I did a
lot of soul searching at that point and said, "You know what, I opted to have
these children. They're my responsibility and if they had a problem that they
need to talk with me about, then I need to be available to talk with them."
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How do I deal with that? I had a very demanding job at the AG's office. I had
worked with Bill Ostrowski in City Court and he had just been elected to the
Supreme Court bench and I just picked up the phone and called him and said,
"Are you, by chance, in the market for a law clerk?" And he had made a
commitment for one year, but he said that at the end of that one year, he would
be thrilled if I came to work for him. He said, "I know what kind of work you
do." And he said he thought that would be great. I really didn't think he
would follow up on that, but a year went by and I was still trying to sort this
out, and he called. At that point, a couple of things had happened. Louis
Lefkowitz had announced that he was not going to run for re-election. It was
likely that the next attorney general would be of a different party and I would
be out of a job anyway and so I accepted the position with Bill Ostrowski and
I stayed with him for thirteen years and. then came back to private practice.
Ms. Gerstman:

Somewhere along the way, you got very active in the Erie County Bar

Ms. Freedman:

By the way, I was the first woman to hold one of those law clerk positions.

Ms. Gerstman:

Was that full-time or part-time then?

Ms. Freedman:

That was full time.

Ms. Gerstman:

And at some point along the way, you got involved with the Erie County Bar

Ms. Freedman:

I was involved with the Erie County Bar from the very beginning and actively
on committees. I chaired one committee that worked when Children's Court
was going to become Family Court. I chaired the Erie County Bar committee
that worked with other state committees in putting all of that together to
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determine what the face of the Family Court would be like, what the blueprint
would be like. I was always involved with that, it was just something that
went along with being a lawyer, so I was always involved with the Erie
County Bar.
Ms. Gerstman:

Bob was not that involved.

Ms. Freedman:

Oh yeah, Bob was before me. Bob was on the Board of Directors, but then, of
course, his main passion in those years was bridge and there wasn't any room
for both bridge and Bar Association or many other things, for that matter and
so as I got more active, he was less active, off playing bridge everywhere in
the world, but from the beginning, I was always active in the Bar Association.

Ms. Gerstman:

At some point, you went onto the Board of Directors.

Ms. Freedman:

Yeah, I was elected treasurer in 19, I think, 63, somewhere in there.

Ms. Gerstma,n:

While you were pregnant?

Ms. Freedman:

I was pregnant while I sat on the Board, but I don't think that I started on the
Board while I was pregnant. I'm trying to remember. ·

Ms. Gerstman:

So, you were a pretty young lawyer when you ....

Ms. Freedman:

Yes

Ms. Gerstman:

Was that a position that they had, at that time, reserved for women? That was
a one year.

Ms. Freedman:

It was a one year position . I'm trying to remember who my opponent was.

Ms. Gerstman:

They did, sometime later, make that the women's seat.

Ms. Freedman:

They did later, but I don't think in that year. I don't remember who my
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opponent was in that year.
Ms. Gerstman:

But you were the only woman who was on the Board.

Ms. Freedman:

I was the only woman on the Board. There had been at least one woman on
the Board before me. Mary Ann Killeen had sat on the Board and I know, but
I can't remember who they were, but there were other occasional women, but
by and large, it was a man's area.

Ms. Gerstman:

Was there someone who reached out and helped you in the early years at the
Bar Association that you found yourself in the position to run for treasurer?

Ms. Freedman:

I would have to say yes to that. There were probably several people who
encouraged me. Pat Hodgson was one. Gene Downey was another. Paul
Hassett, not the current one.

Ms. Gerstman:

Senior?

Ms. Freedman:

Paul senior.

Ms. Gerstman:

Were Pat and Gene men?

Ms. Freedman:

They were all men. At least at that time, we're talking about when I was
treasurer, because in other situations with the Bar, there were other lawyers
(men) who played similar kinds ofroles, John Canale, who served on the
nominating committee, Joe Runfola, was, I think, on the nominating
committee

Ms. Gerstman:

So you served as treasurer?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes.

Ms. Gerstman:

Then, talk about your activity in the Bar association through the 60s and 70s.
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Did you go back and forth at the time?
Ms. Freedman:

I went back and forth two more times. A few years, and if you need the years,
I can check them, but I don't remember what the year were, a couple of years
after I served as treasurer, and as treasurer on the Board, everyone serves as
liasons to committees and so that was included in my duties. Then I ran for
and was elected a director. Now, it's important to know that these are
contested elections and there was a lot of campaigning involved and the
campaigning was a lot of wearing out shoe leather - going to offices, shaking
hands, saying, "I'm running; I would like your vote." And I was elected a
director; that was for a three year term. Of course, I served under three
presidents, including Vinnie Doyle, Basil Piazza ad Joe Runfola.

Ms. Gerstman:

Basil was president the year before you were president?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes.

Ms. Gerstman:

So, when you were director

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, you're right, when I was director.

Ms. Gerstman:

It's not so important who the presidents were.

Ms. Freedman:

OK.

Ms. Gerstman:

The circumstances when you were director. You were the only woman in
office. They didn't have another woman run for treasurer?

Ms. Freedman:

Right. At one point during those three years, Elaine Salvo was elected, so
there was one year that were both on the Board, but I don't remember if she
was elected in the capacity of treasurer or as director. One of the things that I
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did during that time was I was asked to be Chairman of the Law Day
Committee and Law Day had never really been given much attention, other
than the contests for the kids, so I insisted that we had to have a reception and
that all the directors had to attend that reception and I really shamed then into
coming and so we did. We had a reception and then that continued for another
year or two and then we went to the Law Day luncheon. Now, of course, it is
a very big thing, so it had not been given a whole lot of attention prior to that,
and there was job that I was asked to I and I did. I always served, with whom,
I thought, were wonderful people, good lawyers, great people and then,
probably the most interesting part of my Bar activities or Bar history. It had
been a tradition in the Erie County Bar that anybody who served in both
elective capacities, that is, as treasurer and as director, would be given the
opportunity to run for president-elect, vice president in our organization.
Again, these are contested elections. The nominating committee for three
years in a row opted not to give me that opportunity and it was always because
a woman can't win. I always read that to mean that a woman doesn't have the
talent to be president.
Ms. Gerstman:

They always had themes as to who they would run against each other. Perhaps
you didn't fall into one of those themes.

Ms. Freedman:

That was also a possibility but I think it was less of a theme than it was, a
woman. And, actually, the things that were said to me by people on the
nominating committee had more to do with my being a woman than a theme.
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After three times of having my name submitted and dismissed out of hand,
Vince Doyle and I had a talk and Vince pointed out to me that there was a
procedure to run as an independent and he really encouraged me to do that. I
decided that I would because I was really angry at that point. It was
traditional. Everybody was given the opportunity. I was not because I wore a
skirt and I was really angry; I was pissed off, that's what I was. So, in the
fourth year, I sent a message to the Chair of the Committee and to as many of
the committee members that I could, ifl don't get the nomination this year, I
will run as an independent. I thought I needed to be fair. I thought that was
giving them a fair opportunity to do what, I thought, was the right thing and
they thought that was very funny. They dismissed it, out of hand. I didn't get
the nomination. By that night, I had petitions out on the street and I had
lawyers calling me from all over saying, "I understand that you are going to
run. Give me a petition." I think I needed twenty-five signatures at that time,
and I had 250 or something that get sent in. Then I stopped sending them in
because I had more than enough. But it was amazing to me that so many
lawyers were coming out of the woodwork to say, "This is great, you should
have this chance and you would be a great president. What can I do to help?"
That was just so overwhelming to me, that there were that many of my
colleagues who felt strongly about it. There were more women by that time
than there had been when I first came out of law school and I felt strongly that
I couldn't be strident about this. I couldn't go around saying, "You must have
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a woman." On the other hand, I clearly needed all the women to be in my
corner and they were. They networked among themselves, they did it quietly,
they didn't start screaming at anybody, and I was elected, which was very
good. And again, I was back in that mold of "I have to do it twice as good,
twice as well and I can't make any mistakes because all eyes are going to be
on me and if I screw up, it will be another half-century before another women
is given a shot."
Ms. Gerstman:

I guess we didn't have the opportunity to be mediocre.

Ms. Freedman:

You're right. We didn't. That's a great way to put it and so with that always
foremost in my had, I really became a little Machiavellian. I went to certain
lawyers who, I knew, would be the ones that other lawyers would follow and
enlisted them to help me in doing particular things. I went to certain lawyers
for their counsel, whether or not I needed. This is not going to be published
right away, right? Whether or not I needed their counsel, it was important to
me that they thought I needed it and therefore, they were investing in my
success. They were investing themselves in my success and as long as they
were doing that, they were going to do everything they could to help me. I
really did. I got very Machiavellian. I feel strongly that Bar Associations
need to reach out to their members and I instituted a whole series of Town
Hall meetings on Saturday mornings, when no one had to take time off work,
which were very successful and much to my chagrin, no longer held. I was
very careful in choosing Chairs. I had already, as a director of the association
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and as treasurer before that, made sure that we had women sitting as Chairs of
committees and now I had the opportunity to even expand on that and I made
sure that women were represented in every single committee, that they held
positions of authority and esteem. Wherever I could help one shine, I tried to
do that by pushing her forward to do that. I think it was a very successful
tenure. I worked very, very hard, again, because whatever I did was going to
reflect on my sisters. Is that fair? No. If a man president screws up, does it
screw all the other men in the profession. No. Its not fair, not fair at all. But
that was the reality. At least, the reality as I saw it . Reality, as I saw, is that
I'm the first, I'm an oddity, all eyes are going to be on me and I have to do it
right. I have to be sure that I am representing my lawyers with intelligence,
integrity, with effectiveness in the very best way that I can.
Ms. Gerstman:

I want to talk about the Buffalo Club incident. But, is it correct that you were
not yet really involved with the State bar until you became president and that's
when you went into the House of Delegates for the State Bar as a
representative of Erie County and became active, then, in the State bar.

Ms. Freedman:

Correct.

Ms. Gerstman:

Let's talk about the Buffalo Club.

Ms. Freedman:

Well, the Buffalo Club is a private club, very old and one of the founders was,
in fact, a president of the United States, Millard Fillmore - very prestigious,
very expensive. You get the picture. They had, of course, a policy of
excluding women from membership. I was invited as president of the Erie
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County Bar, and I think it is vitally important to keep in mind that I was
invited in a representative capacity, it wasn't just little old Maryann
Saccomando Freedman that we happened to like. It was Maryann
Saccomando Freedman, President of the Erie County Bar Association
representing thirty five hundred lawyers. There were new courtrooms being
built and there was to be a dedication of the new courtrooms at 50 Delaware
and in conjunction with that dedication, there was a reception to be given in
the Buffalo Club. The Office of Court Administration seemed to have no
problem with having this event at the Buffalo Club. None of the judges
seemed to have a problem, nobody seemed to have a problem with it. But,
anyway, that was at the Buffalo Club. There was a separate entrance for
women, it was a side door.
Ms. Gerstman:

It went into the Ladies Room and then to a Cloak Room ...

Ms. Freedman:

and a pink elevator that would take you upstairs.

Because the men swam

naked in the pool. That would be a real sight to behold, wouldn't it?
Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

Women were only allowed in the third floor.
Of course, if you're going up to the third floor, I really don't know where the
pool is, but I suspect that the door doesn't open from the elevator to the pool
area. But, whatever it is. The main entrance, of course, is the entrance where
the men went in. So we got there and I was a little taken aback, and I was
with two of my directors, Harry Brand and Joe Bermingham.

Ms. Gerstman:

Harry was working for the Court.
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Ms. Freedman:

Yes, he put all this together, as a matter of fact. Anyway, I advised them that I
was not going to go in through any side door. I was going to go in the door
that my colleagues used to go in and Harry got a little upset. Joe thought it
was great. So, when we got there; that is exactly what I did. And this man,
this lan1e man, comes out from the counter in the cloak room and honest-togoodness does a spread eagle, you know, like he was blocking on a basketball
court, saying "You can't come in here; you can't come in here," his arms are
spread out; his legs are spread out. "You have to go the other way." I said,
"I'm not going in the other way." He would not let me pass. Joe said to me,
"What do you want me to do? Do you want us to leave?" I said, "No, what I
want you to do is that you go upstairs. I'm going to leave because I'm not
going in any side door. You go upstairs and you tell everyone in charge that
Mrs. Freedman was refused admittance and she will see you at the
courthouse." He said, "Are you sure that is all you want me to do, because I
won't go, I don't think that any of the directors should go." I said, "I think it
is more telling if you go up and you deliver that message." Harry was trying
to avoid the whole thing. But Joe did it. He went up and delivered the
message to everybody from Albany, from Rochester, from 92 Franklin and the
ever present media. I walked over to the courthouse and I went upstairs and
just waited. The first person to come off the elevator, after some period of
time, was Matt Gryta, from the Buffalo News who walked straight up to me
and said, "Maryann, what happened?" Well that incident took off; it took on a
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life of its own. It, too, was reported on every television station, every radio
station and in the pencil press. It was even carried in the New York Times and
there were things going on like there was a morning talk show and they took
votes, "How many votes for Maryann? How many votes for the Buffalo
Club?" It was 1980. There was a play being performed at the Studio Arena
theater that was a play about the Buffalo sesquicentennial. It had all these
historical things that were folded into the play and Bob and I used to go to
Studio Arena on the night before opening night and of course, there were a lot
of lawyers there on the night before opening night, because we're all cheap,
and I'm sitting and up comes this actress who says, "Buffalo has Maryann
Saccomando Freedman who ... " and I'm sinking in my seats and everybody is
cheering, all the lawyers are turning around, you know, and looking. It really
took on a life of its own. People remember it. They comment on it, even to
this day and as I said, there was an article in the New York Times. I couldn't
believe that anything that I did would gamer that much interest, but it did.
Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

You made the message in a way that was very forceful, but classy.
Well, thank you, I'm glad to hear that. It was the right time, the right place
and the right circumstance and in retrospect, I do think it was the right way to
handle it. Soon after that, Buffalo adopted an ordinance.

Ms. Gerstman:
Ms. Freedman:

That was 1987.
The first woman that the Buffalo Club invited for membership, when they
could no longer avoid inviting women because of the United States Supreme
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Court decision, that Angelo Cometa, by the way, argued for the National
Association for Private Clubs. I called Angelo up the night before he was
going to, this is a terrible thing to do, but the night before he was going to
argue that case in the Supreme Court and said, "You're going to lose. Goodbye." And he did. And then the Buffalo Club, they didn't have any more
choices, so the first woman that they invited to membership was a nun,
president of a local college. Nice, safe nun; smart nun who said to them,
"Thanks, but no thanks." No, very recently, within the past several months,
one of our young women partners here, came to me and said, "Maryann, I will
not do this if you don't want me to do this, but I have the opportunity to join
the Buffalo Club and my thought is .. ". I said, "Kathy, I did what I did so that
you can do what you're doing. By all means, join it. I did it for you." So, I
feel that I have contributed something because I do think that going back to
the beginning, it is very important for women to have the opportunity for
contacts, the opportunity for networking, the opportunity for getting clients. I
think that is so vitally important and being able to service their clients and I
told you, early on, the story of the Midday Club, I couldn't service that client
because I couldn't go to lunch there. So, I think that I have contributed
something in that regards, When I die, that's going to be on my tombstone.
Ms. Gerstman:

I want to talk, next time, about the State Bar and your position as State Bar
President on the national scene, but before we finish today, I thought we
should talk a little bit about women's bar associations, because at least in the
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early 80s, you had some very strong views.
Ms. Freedman:

I still do. My views haven't really changed. I believe that women should be
fully integrated and integral to the profession and there is only a certain
amount of discretionary time and dollars that we have. I think that the time
and the dollars should be spent in the, what I'm going to call for lack of a
better work, the traditional bar. I don't think that women need to segregate
themselves any more. I certainly think we have proven ourselves and I think
you should not be afraid to rub shoulder to shoulder with our male colleagues.

I think we have succeeded. To segregate ourselves, I don't think that's good
for women. I really don't think its good for women. I think there are other
ways, women lawyers for example, which has never tried to be a Bar
Association, really just tried to help each other. I think that there are ways to
help each other ways to mentor, ways to be supportive, ways to help young
women develop that does not require them to be in a separate and apart
segregated bar association. Someone could say to me, "Well we should open
it to men." Well, why would men join it? Women don't really want me to
join it, that defeats the purpose. When the Women's Bar first came to
Buffalo, I was already president-elect of the Erie County Bar so their pitch that
you needed a Women's Bar Association in order to be recognized by the male
legal community, as far as I was concerned, fell flat on its face.
Ms. Gerstman:

I was going to ask about that incident when they came to do a pitch, hoping to
take away Women Lawyers of\VNY and turn it into a chapter of the Women's
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Bar.
Ms. Freedman:

Well, that is what I alluded to. I was already president-elect of the local bar.
They had not done their homework; they did not know that. We already had
women chairing prestigious committees, we already had women involved in
important projects. We were already doing a pretty job of mentoring and
helping our younger sisters along in the profession. We carried the day
because there were other women who felt like I did for a fair period of time
but then, there was a big influx of women into the profession who, and I am
being very candid, came into the profession with a chip on their shoulders. If
anyone was entitled to have chips on their shoulders, it was my generation and
the generations before me, not these generations. They came with chips on
their shoulders and decided that, "we'll show all these men" and did organize
a local chapter of the Women's Bar, much to my chagrin. I still do not belong
to it. I take a position, when other women ask me, I take a non-committal
position; it's up to them. If they think that it's going to be beneficial for them,
then fine. If not, then they won't. But, ifl am asked my opinion about
whether there should be a separate women's bar association, then, I give it as
freely as I am giving it to you. I think it is a disservice to women. That really
sums it up; I don't know what else I can say about it.

Ms. Gerstman:

OK, next time, I want to talk about State Bar.

Ms. Freedman:

OK.

Ms. Gerstman:

I also want to talk about Brenda becoming a lawyer and your brief practice
Page 37

with her and any other issues that we haven't talked about.
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ORAL HISTORY OF MARYANN SACCOMANDO FREEDMAN
FOURTH INTERVIEW
August 7, 2007
This is the fourth interview of the oral history of Maryann Saccomando Freedman which is being
taken on behalf of Women Trailblazers in the Law, a project of the American Bar Association
Commission on Women in the Profession. It is being conducted by Sharon Stem Gerstman on
August 7, 2007.

Ms. Gerstman:

It is August 7, 2007, Sharon Stem Gerstman speaking to Maryann

Saccomando Freedman. Where we left off last time was where you
became president of the Erie County Bar Association, some of the things
that you accomplished during the year you were president. We were going
to talk this time about the New York State Bar, but I know that there were
some other things we talked about, a little bit about your career that we
wanted to revisit and one of the questions had to do with the difficulty that
women lawyers had in developing a client base.
Ms. Freedman:

Yes.

Ms. Gerstman:

And you told me that you wanted to talk a little bit about two issues: about
getting credit and about newspapers reporting peoples' names.

Ms. Freedman:

Where would you like me to start? Client base. At that time in history,
male lawyers were able to cultivate a client base by belonging to the
private clubs, belonging to the golf clubs, the professional organizations,
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many of which did not admit women, for example, Rotary. Women did
not have those things available to them and again, we're back to the
private club kind of issue. It really did pose a problem for women
professionals, women lawyers, in particular, because they weren't able to
go to these places and cultivate a client base. What was left for us is trying
to be as creative as we could be. One of the things that I did, for example
is that I did a lot of public speaking. But those speeches were primarily
engaged by women's groups and at that time in history, women were not
doing the legal stuff for the family and there weren't a lot of them who
were independently working, independent professionals, who needed the
services of lawyers, separate and apart from their husbands. That was,
nevertheless, a big part of what we tried to do to develop a client base.
There were other kinds of things going on which maybe, by themselves,
does not seem to be such a terrible thing, but collectively, they are. That is
one of them, not being able to go to the places where clients were, whose
trust and confidence you could cultivate and encourage. Another is that no
matter what you did professionally, the newspapers always carried the
story as, in my case, Mrs. Robert Freedman. I was not Mrs. Robert
Freedman, I was Maryann Saccomando Freedman, a separate entity, and
what I did, did not tum on my being Mrs. Anybody. It turned on what I
was and yet, this was a battle that I fought with the Buffalo Evening News
until the time I became president of the Bar Association, when finally, and
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largely because Rose Ciotta was then a reporter at the News, finally that
newspaper, and it was the bigger of Buffalo's two newspapers at the time,
acknowledged that women, perhaps, could do some things independent of
their married identities. That was an infuriating situation and even now,
they insist on hyphenating, I don't hyphenate my names. New York Times
has decreed that names must be hyphenated, so everybody hyphenates
names. So, that was another issue that was going on, that really deprives
us of having a public face, where we were independent persons, able to
accomplish things without some man behind us. Getting credit was a big,
big problem for women. Professional women, earning their own keep,
could not get credit from banks. When Grace bought her house, she
couldn't get credit from the bank, and she was earning a fair amount of
money. She had to have a male co-sign with her. In my case, and I was
earning more than Bob, I still couldn't get credit on my own. He still had
to be a co-applicant or co-signer or whatever. That was another real
problem and, as women, I think, I can't point to any one thing, but I think
as women as a whole started to enter the work force, the professional work
force, I think they were collectively able to change a lot of things. I think I
told you last time that one of the greatest times that I ever had in my life
was being able to pick up the phone and calling a woman banker to get a
loan for a client. That was a wonderful thing that, that happened.
Ms. Gerstman:

You also wanted to mention that you were admitted to the United States
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Supreme Court. What made you decide to do that?
Ms. Freedman:

It was something that Bob and I made the decision together. We were

both admitted at the same time. I don't know that there was anything in
particular, other than we wanted to be. admitted to the United States
Supreme Court. Subsequently, I did work on briefs for certiorari when I
was at the AGs's office, but at that moment in time, there was no real
reason for my being admitted except that, that was what we wanted to do.
Ms. Gerstman:

What year was it?

Ms. Freedman:

1963. I was pregnant, carrying Brenda. Archibald Cox was then Solicitor
General of the United States and he moved our admissions. There were
just the two ofus; it wasn't a mob scene. I do not know how anybody on
that bench or the Solicitor General knew that I was pregnant. I don't
remember having any conversation about it, but somehow it was known
and somehow it was conveyed to the bench and one of the reasons I forgot
to tell you about it is that it was so traumatic, because what ensued was a
banter among the justices as to whether or not the fetus, en ventre sa mere,
was also being admitted. I was so humiliated; I wanted the floor to open
me up and swallow me.

Ms. Gerstman:

Were you visibly pregnant? You must have been visibly pregnant.

Ms. Freedman:

I must have been visibly pregnant. I couldn't have been that pregnant,
because I think that was in March. Brenda's due date was September.
Somehow it was known, I wanted to die and that's really why I forgot to
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mention it the last time we were talking about these things because it was
not a good memory for me. It was a very bad memory for me. So, I
wanted to tell you about that, because I think that says something about
what was going on for women in the profession at that time - the most
prestigious judges in the whole land would have this silly conversation
about whether or not this fetus was also being admitted. It's just so
ludicrous. At the time, it was very humiliating.
Ms. Gerstman:

We also wanted to talk about when Brenda decided to become a lawyer.
Did she come and talk to you about it?

Ms. Freedman:

No. Brenda always took the position that she did not want to be a lawyer
and she had taken a year off after she had gotten her undergraduate degree.
Donald had, at that point, completed three years of undergraduate
engineering school and the two of them decided that they would go
backpacking in Europe. At the end of the summer, Donald came home to
start his last year in engineering school. Brenda continued on.
Somewhere along the line, I have this vision of her sitting under a tree,
thafs probably not the way it happened, she decided that she was going to
go to law school and she send me a letter and asked me to get the
applications and sign her up for Kaplan, for the LSAT. Because she had
decided to go to law school. Bob and I were absolutely shocked. She had
never, never indicated that that was what she wanted to do. She had
discovered philosophy and looked into studying with some philosophical
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guru somewhere in Arizona, and that was what we thought she was going
to pursue - a PhD in ph_ilosophy. So, it was a surprise to us that she
wanted to go to law school.
Ms. Gerstman:

Before she made her final decision to go, did she sit down and talk to you
about the experience that you had and whether this was something that she
was interested in?

Ms. Freedman:

No, she never sat down and talked with me, but I had to believe that
having lived at home all those years until she went away to college, that
she was very much aware of a lot of stuff and I had always been very
active and very much in the forefront of what we now call women's issues,
and would get very angry and would demonstrate this anger at home by
ranting at the furniture. So, she was certainly aware that this was not all a
bed of roses. It certainly improved, but not wonderful. We were
surprised. She came home, went to law school and never looked back, did
leave the profession for a while.

Ms. Gerstman:

Let's talk about how she went into private practice for a while with a
couple of different firms then became disenchanted with them.

Ms. Freedman:

She started with a large law firm and was not happy. She went to a
boutique law firm and was not happy, and she finally, after she came over
and practiced with me, by that time I was back in private practice, and she
had, pretty much, the best of all worlds. But, what she was finding is, and
what I find also to be true, is that the profession has changed a lot. She
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grew up, as she put it, hearing her father and mother talk about the great
times and the fun they had practicing law with colleagues, and one day,
she walked into my office and said, "Mom, when does the fun start?" She
had been practicing for six years. At least, in this community, the practice
has changed. Lawyers used to really enjoy each other's company, would
look forward to attending lawyer events, would have coffee in the morning
as an extended group of lawyers and we really had a good time, enjoyed
each other, we were available to talk with each other. It was fun. It's not
fun anymore for many lawyers. They're so busy putting in their billable
hours, which is a term I never knew when I started to practice. I had never
heard that term, and they don't come out from their offices to talk to other
lawyers or just schmooze and pass the time of day, have a cup of coffee,
tell a silly joke, complain about a client. They stay in their offices, in their
buildings and never come out. I think that is a terrible thing for the
profession. It has impacted on camaraderie, it has impacted on the
collegiality, it has impacted on self-satisfaction, just enjoying being a
lawyer. I don't think kids enjoy it any more the way we did and I think
that is very sad. But, that is what Brenda found and so she had a different
expectation because she had grown up with two parents who really
enjoyed it had a lot of fun, loved it and she was not finding that and so she
left, went back to school and got a teacher's certificate and got a job just in
time to find out that she was pregnant and so she couldn't take the job.
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She worked in the not-for-profit arena for awhile and now, as you know,
she is in the judicial system working in Niagara Falls as an expedited
matrimonial referee, and she is enjoying that, and I'm glad. She is a good
lawyer and I'm glad that she is back in the profession.
Ms. Gerstman:

Let's talk about the years when you were in the AG's office. You had
some pretty significant cases.

Ms. Freedman:

I did and I had a lot of fun there. It was fun to practice law. But, one of
the cases that was very significant is that the New York State constitution
has provisions that require registration to vote in person. The registration
to be in person. The legislature passed a statute that said that you could
register to vote by mail. The constitutionality of that statute was
challenged and of course, it is the Attorney General who has to appear on
challenges to constitutionality and that case was assigned to me. I worked
like a dog on that case. I couldn't find any law that helped. I went back
and read the debates from the 1800s when those sections of the
constitution were passed, didn't find anything helpful, called legislators
and asked "What did you have in front of you?" Silly me, I thought that
they had really studied for this, right? "What did you have in front of you
that led you to pass this legislation? What were you looking at?" The
answer that I got from so many of them is that, "We didn't research it we
just thought it was good legislation." Finally, I had to bite the bullet and
write the brief, and I worked very hard on the brief and then, on a
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constitutional challenge, I'm getting ahead of myself. The trial court had
ruled against me and held the statute unconstitutional.
Ms. Gerstman:

Who brought the action?

Ms. Freedman:

The action was brought by Donald Siwek on behalf of the citizens and
taxpayers. It was brought against the Board of Elections. Anyway,
everybody expected me to lose. I lost at the trial level and worked even
harder, if you can think that would be possible, because the appeal on that
goes right to the Court of Appeals, the highest court in New York State
and the matter was set down for argument. I went down and argued it.
Everybody expected me to lose. Everybody. This was just a losing case.
There was no way that any sane person can read the state constitution and
say that registering in person means you can do it by mail. So, we went to
the Court of Appeals and argued it and I will never forget, Chief Judge
Breitel was sitting, leaning forward with his elbow on the bench and his
thumb holding his chin and the rest of his fingers shading his eyes and he's
sitting sideways and he slowly swings his head around and says, "Miss
Freedman, do you realize that ifwe did what you want us to do, that we
would all have to join a national association of magicians?" Whereupon
my heart sank. And I said, "I don't think you have to do that, your
Honor." Then, there was a question on whether you could hold a state
constitutional provision violative ofthe federal constitution and Judge
Wachtler zeroed in on that. He was then the junior judge and not
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supposed to talk, but he did. We had a nice discussion going about that.
We finished the argument; the press was all there. I escaped into an
anteroom, because I didn't want to answer any questions. My opponent,
of course, went on and on about clearly he had won this. It's clear that the
statute is not constitutional and that poor Ms. Freedman, she had to argue
this and when they all cleared out, I went back to the Albany office and
both Louis Lefkowitz and Ruth Tock wanted to know how it went. I told
them the story about Judge Brei tel and having to join the National
Association of Magicians, and they said, "You lost the case, but we knew
that we would lose it." April 1, honest to God, on April 1, I'm sitting at
my desk and the phone rings. It's Ruth Tock. No, I wasn't sitting; I was
standing and walking around the desk. She said, "Hello Maryann, are you
sitting down?" I said, "No." She said. "Sit down." I did, I sat down. The
next thing I hear is that she is screaming on the phone, "You won, you
won unanimously!" and I say, "April fool." She says, "No, no, really.
You won! You won!." We didn't have faxes in those days.
Ms. Gerstman:

Who wrote the majority decision?

Ms. Freedman:

I'll tell you in a minute.

Ms. Gerstman:

You made a copy of it?

Ms. Freedman:

I did because you had asked me for the citation and I think it was
Fuchsberg who wrote it.

Ms. Gerstman:

Not Breitcl?
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Ms. Freedman:

No, not Breitel. But it was unanimous. It was Fuchsberg who wrote it.

Ms. Gerstman:

Did they attempt to take it to the Supreme Court?

Ms. Freedman:

No. I reread this decision. I hadn't looked at it in all those years. It's
April 1, 197 6, but I remembered that I had one line in my brief, which was
a throw-away line, which I threw in at the very end just before it went to
the printer. That is what they hung their hats on. So, I tell young lawyers,
"You never know, throw everything in. You never know what they're
going to do." So, that was a fun thing. Then, of course, I became a
heroine of the AG and lots of really good stuff to work on and it was a lot
of fun. I enjoyed those years at the Attorney General's Office because
how many practitioners get to really delve into constitutional challenges
and public policy and that kind of thing.

Ms. Gerstman:

OK, let's switch to the Bar Association now.

Ms. Freedman:

OK

Ms. Gerstman:

lfl remember correctly, you had to join the New York State Bar
Association in order to represent the Erie County Bar in the House of
Delegates?

Ms. Freedman:

I don't know ifl had to. I don't know if anyone said to me that I had to
join. That could be true.

Ms. Gerstman:

But, you weren't a member at that time?

Ms. Freedman:

Not the New York State Bar. I was not a member of the ABA and I was
not a member for a couple ofreasons, (1) I did not have the money to pay
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all those dues and (2) of all the bar associations, the one that I felt really
represented me was the local bar. I really didn't feel that my kinds of
problems, my kinds of issues were given any attention by the big bar
associations, which I always saw as being led by big law firms, and, of
course I don't come out of that ilk, I come out of a much different
situation. I did join the State Bar when I became president-elect of the
Erie County Bar, and probably to sit in the House of Delegates.
Ms. Gerstman:

So that was in 1980, when you became president-elect of the Erie County
bar?

Ms. Freedman:

I think that's correct.

Ms. Gerstman:

By 1985, you were elected secretary of the State Bar?

Ms. Freedman:

By 1985, no, I was nominated for the presidency of the State Bar, at the
end of 1985. So, in January of 1986, I was elected president-elect, Chair
of the House and in 1987, became the president.

Ms. Gerstman:

As sort of a precursor to this, you have not been on the Executive
Committee at the State Bar?

Ms. Freedman:

No, no secretary, yeah.

Ms. Gerstman:

That would have been in 1984, for you to begin in 1985.

Ms. Freedman:

I sat as a member at large of the Executive Committee. I have to go back
to check the dates, Sharon, but, I sat as a member-at-large on the
Executive Committee, then sat as secretary.

Ms. Gerstman:

I remember the secretary.
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Ms. Freedman:

It had to have been before 19....

Ms. Gerstman:

Well, '84 you were elected secretary; '83 you were nominated secretary.

Ms. Freedman:

I served as secretary for more than one year. That may well be right, but
before that, I had been on the Executive Committee.

Ms. Gerstman:

That was pretty fast?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes.

Ms. Gerstman:

From the House of Delegates on. Were you the only woman on the
Executive Committee when you were there?

Ms. Freedman:

At various times, at one time I was served with Ruth Shapiro, who was a
member-at-large on the Executive Committee. Other than Ruth, during
that time, either as an at-large or as secretary, there were no other women
on the Executive Committee.

Ms. Gerstman:

Were there any other women that you were aware of that had done it
before you did?

Ms. Freedman:

Did what?

Ms. Gerstman:

Been on the Executive Committee.

Ms. Freedman:

That I am aware of; I don't really know. I do know that when the
discussion came up as to whether or not to accept the nomination as
secretary, there was discussion among some local women lawyers
including Dolores Denman, who, by that time, was already the PJ of the 4th
Dept., as to whether or not that was a wise thing to do, to accept that
nomination, because the view was that this is where you stick women, you
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make them secretaries and they don't ever go anywhere from there. The
position had never been held by a woman; it had always been held by a
man and my predecessor had held it for some very long period of time.
Ultimately, I made the decision to allow my name to be nominated for
secretary. What had happened is two lawyers from the

gth

district, Dick

Griffin from Erie County and Ben Hewitt from Niagara County had come
to me several years earlier and said, "We would like to see you be
president of the state bar. You were a great president of the Erie County
Bar. We know you can do it. We would like to be the ones to get you
there. Is that something you would like to do?" I thought about it and
thought that it sounds like a good thing for a woman to do and something
that I would like to do. I then went to talk with my then boss, who was
then Bill Ostrowski, and told him about this conversation and asked him
what he thought. His reaction was that if there is any possibility that it can
happen, you should give it every chance and tell them, absolutely. So, I
went back to them and said that that is something I could do and would
like to do. Their response was "You don't do anything and from time to
time, we'll contact you." For the next two years, that's sort of what
happened. I really didn't hear from them very much, I think maybe once
in that two-year period of time and then just before that nominating
committee was to meet in 1985, Dick did call me and wanted to be sure
that nothing had changed. I then again went to Judge Ostrowski and
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asked, "Have you changed your mind?" He said, "Absolutely not; if they
need a letter from me they've got it. Whatever they need me to do, I'll
do," and I had the discussion with the appropriate people in OCA earlier
relative to the presidency of the County Bar and I did touch base with them
again and there were no impediments. Everybody said that I should go for
it and I called them back and said, "It's still a go as far as I'm concerned,
but it ain't never going to happen." I really did not think it was going to
happen and that nominating committee was meeting in Albany on the
same day as the Executive Committee meeting in Albany and they actually
were in a room adjacent to the room that the Executive Committee was
meeting in and I just walked into my meeting, didn't think anything about
the nominating committee, because I truly didn't think it was going to
happen. The Executive Committee took a break, clearly at the request of
the nominating committee, in retrospect, and a couple of the members of
the nominating committee came up to me and said, "Congratulations" and
that's how I learned. I subsequently, I learned that the Chair, when he
tallied up the votes, said, "Gentlemen, the New York State Bar
Association has its first woman president." Of course, I was very excited.
I called home right away and I said, "Bob, I can't believe it! I can't
believe it!" But it happened and it was quite a remarkable day for me.
When I came back to Buffalo (I had flown to Albany, so I flew back to
Buffalo), my children and my husband were waiting for me at the airport.
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My children, not small any longer, and my son picked me up and threw me
over his shoulder and said, "My mom is president of the state bar!" And
kept me dangling over his shoulder. It was really great. It was a great
feeling.
Ms. Gerstman:

How about your year as president? Did you find obstacles they way you
had with the Erie County bar?

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, I did. I said last time that I became rather Machiavellian and by that,
I mean I assessed what I believed was what I had to do in order to
accomplish what I wanted and that meant being almost contriving. I
decided that one of the things I had to do was that I had to hit the ground
running when I was president and I had to already have everybody's
support. How would I do that? I would go to every one of the 62 counties
in the State of New York during my president-elect year and meet with the
lawyers in each of those counties, let them know that I cared about what
they thought, listened to what their problems were, what they thought the
Bar should be addressing and developing relationships with all of them. I
also knew that I had to start doing that ASAP to accomplish all of this
before the day that I became president. It had to be done and so I actually
went to the person who was then the president of the state bar and the
person who was the president-elect of the state bar, who would become the
president when I became the president-elect and I told them both that I
thought it was very important for me to start moving around the state and
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visiting all the bar associations and talking with the lawyers in all the
counties and if they had any objections. Neither of them had any
objection, but they both thought that I was being silly. It turned out to be
the right thing to do and so again, I went to every one of the 62 counties,
met with every one of the bar associations, in some instances, with more
than one bar association in that county. Some counties had district bars
and county bars and so I would meet with both of them. My message was
that this is your bar association and you need to tell us what you think your
bar association should be doing. The unspoken message was that you need
to look me over and decide if I'm OK, if you trust me and if you can
support me, and the upshot of all of that was that by the time I became
president, I had everybody's support; everybody willing to do what I asked
of them to do. One of the things that Dick Griffin said, in my presence, is
that Maryann has this knack of getting people to do things that she wants
them to do. Part of that is exactly what I am talking to you about listening what people have to say and letting them know that it is
important. The big firm that represents the big corporations has different
concerns from the little guy who has a corner office in the Ellicott Square
Building who has a secretary and that's it. He does everything himself.
There are different concerns. It doesn't mean that one is more important
than the other. They both are equally important and bar associations have
to be as responsive to that little guy in that little comer office as to the
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guys who sit in that rarified atmosphere of Wall Street. I believe this so
firmly and I don't think that a lot of our associations, beyond the local
level, did that for many years. I think they did not represent the little guy
in the comer office with one secretary, and did everything himself. I think
that has improved. I think the bars have come a long way in recognizing
that need and doing that. I'm getting past what you asked me. There
were, notwithstanding, lawyers in leadership positions who, I think,
because I was a woman and compounded by the fact that I had a different
kind oflegal practice experience, didn't really feel that I could do the job
and I think I showed them, very early on, that I could. I did hit the ground
running. I had all my ducks in place, I knew what programs I wanted to
move on, and what new programs I wanted to initiate and I had everyone
lined up and ready to go. I even had some of the new program people
meeting before I took office, because I thought that it was vitally important
and I also knew that everything I did, just as with the Erie County Bar, but
even more so at the state level, everything I did, everything I said, every
way that I looked, was going to reflect, not just on lawyers generally,
because every president has that, but was going to reflect on the women of
the bar, and I could help them or hurt them, by how I behaved, what I did,
by how I sounded, by how I reacted and I, for me, this was an opportunity
to really show, on a much broader scale than the local bar, what women
were capable of doing, and in many instances, are more capable than our
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male counterparts. That we are a force to contend with, that we are not to
be overlooked or dismissed and that we have as many varied legal
experiences as the men do and everyone is competent to deal with the
issues as they come up and as the first woman president of a major state
bar, I also got a lot of media attention and so, again, it was very important
to me how I sounded, how prepared I was to respond, how able I was to
address my agenda as opposed to the interviewer's agenda without not
responding to the interview. How did I sound in print, how did I sound on
the radio, how did I sound on TV, how did I look, even. I have never been
particularly fashion conscious. I have a look that Grace tells me, is even
more conservative than she is, but that is how I dress. That was the only
time in my life I really paid attention to how I looked, whether every hair
was in place, that kind of thing. It was all because I really knew that how I
did was going to either set us back a decade or more in getting to where
we were or it was going to propel us forward. I think it propelled us
forward. I'm thrilled that we will have our fifth woman president of the
state bar in a relatively short period of time and that is thrilling to me.
Would that have happened anyway? Probably, but it would have been
maybe another fifty years and why should those women have to wait
another fifty years before that happened. So, I not only enjoyed myself,
but I also was very much aware of the fallout from what I did, and it
became not only just national news, but it became international news. I
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was on the front page of the Tokyo Shimbum. Someone sent me a copy of
that, which, of course I can't read but I thought, for a while, that I would
have it framed because the Japanese script is so pretty. It was carried in
the Italian papers, but one of the best things for me was that I got a call
from the Italian television, government owned, and I got a call from them,
and they wanted to do an interview. We set up a time and they couldn't do
a link-up with the video, so they wanted to run photographs and through
the conversation, they found that I had family in Italy, and so they decided
that, and I know that my family has photographs, to do the program from
Agrigento, which would be closer to the bulk of my family, where most of
the photographs would be. They would have this running thing of
photographs while we were on the air. Well, my Italian relatives got so
excited when they got this call from a television person and "What
pictures should we take?" I said, "Whatever pictures you want" and, as
only the Italians can do, I'm on this end of the phone and they are all
arguing on which photos they are going to take, and they finally decided
which photos they arc going to take and so, whatever day it was that I was
going to be on, the first question out of the interviewer's mouth was, and I
will give you the translated version, "How could it be that the daughter of
an immigrant blacksmith and an immigrant seamstress could become the
president of this great organization heading all these lawyers, how could
that be?" And I hadn't been prepared for that question, but the answer to
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me was so obvious that we live in a country that with all its shortcomings
and drawbacks and slow-moving, eventually does embrace all of its
immigrants, in both genders, eventually. But, that was just so great to be
able to say that and to be ab]e to be very, very proud of my country, which
is this country, acknowledging my roots in the question and
acknowledging the respect that the state bar has.
Ms. Gerstman:

To have its fifth woman president in twenty years; on the other hand, the
Erie County Bar finally has its third woman president after twenty six or
twenty seven years.

Ms. Freedman:

That has been a sadness for me and how do I account for that? We, I
think, have had very good women candidates, and I'm not sure how to
account for that. Some of our very good women candidates, I said the last
time that traditionally, the presidents come out of a history of having
served on the board before moving on to the presidency, and I don't think
that some of the women candidates, who had ran for president, did that.
I'm thinking of at least one. I think that we are rather, in many respects,
very provincial in Erie County, in many respects, and I think that there has
been still some resistance to having women in leadership roles, but as I am
thinking about it, there is another big piece of that. I don't remember what
year it was when the next woman ran, do you?

Ms. Gerstman:

88 or 89.

Ms. Freedman:

OK, it may be that the time lapse between the women might have dulled
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some memories, and what do I mean by that? Cathy Richardson became
president of the state bar within a few years after I was president and I
think that was important because that reinforced the whole idea that a
woman president can do a good job. I think that the time lapse in Erie
County was longer and there was no reinforcement. I think that may have
had something to do with it. Now, we are just having our third woman
president. I truly believe that no more than three years down the line, there
should be another woman candidate for president because that
reinforcement, while it is still fresh in everybody's mind, is one of the
factors in this. I think that plays a little bit of a role in it too, that
reinforcement, I think, becomes more important.
Ms. Gerstman:

You did so much about the Erie County Bar and the state bar to refocus
some of the priorities. Did you consider seeking higher office in the
ABA?

Ms. Freedman:

No. As a matter of fact, I went into shock when I got a call that said that
our state delegate was stepping down. You probably remember these facts
better than I do, but it was between elections or terms or something and in
terms of priority, under whatever the bylaws are in the ABA. If that
happened in mid-term, that as the senior delegate from New York State, I
would step into that role. OK. I had never even thought of it. But, what
that did is make me realize I had sat in that position for a very long time
and there comes a point at which you need to have younger blood, you
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need to have young people believe that there is an opportunity for them,
it's not going to be like Prince Charles, who is waiting for his mother, who
is in her eighties, to kick the bucket. There has got to be opportunity for
young lawyers to move into leadership positions, to move into those
delegate seats and I know that, at least when I was sitting in the house,
most of these delegates had been there forever, including me, and I didn't
realize that I had been there forever.
Ms. Gerstman:

But you were there when Roberta Ramos was ....

Ms. Freedman:

Yes, and I was thrilled

Ms. Gerstman:

I know that you thought that that was something at the time. I knew you
were very moved by that.

Ms.· Freedman:

Yes, yes I was thrilled by that and I thought she did a great job. But the
answer to your question is if I ever thought of moving into leadership in
the ABA. No, not really.

Ms. Gerstman:

I think that we have pretty much talked about all of the different influences
in you life and perhaps how you got where you did. But, lets go back to
one of the first things and that is how big a role did your father have, how
big a role did your husband have, how big a role did some of those bosses
along the way who gave you the opportunity, when others were slamming
doors. If you wanted to sort of sum it up.

Ms. Freedman:

Clearly, my father had a huge role in my development as a person, in my
thinking, in my learning to accept myself for what I am, in my belief that I
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could do anything I wanted to do, that I could do it well. Ifl had to pick
out the single greatest influence in my life-- clearly, my father. I don't
remember if we talked very much about Bob, but Bob was already an
established lawyer when I met him. I was not a threat to him, not a threat
to his practice, and therefore, since I was not a threat, we were able to
develop a relationship. To other lawyers my own age, I was a threat to
them. I was out trying to get the same clients they were trying to get.
They were maybe afraid that I could outshine them with my abilities, but I
never had that with Bob, because he was already very secure in himself
and very secure in his abilities as a lawyer. He was a good lawyer. He is
still the best analyst I know. He always encouraged me to do what I
wanted to do in the law, do what I wanted to do in the bar association.
Ms. Gerstman:

And when you were the bigger paycheck, he didn't. ...

Ms. Freedman:

No, he didn't mind that, because it let him go play bridge more. No, I
don't think it ever bothered him. It certainly was important to our survival
as an economic unit. That sounds political doesn't it? No, he never
minded that I earned, and still do, for years I have earned more. I think
that he has acknowledged that we have been able to do certain things that
we otherwise would have not been able to do and we have been able to
survive in bad times because of my ability to earn. Whatever
shortcomings he may have, he is still the best analyst of legal issues that I
know and he has always been there when I had to think through a legal
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issue, either one that involved a real live case or one that involved what
should the state bar be doing about this, if anything, and he still does that.
He is still there, and lawyers call him up still to do that. He has always
been supportive. He never seemed bothered by my traveling and you
know that as president of the state bar, I did a lot of traveling and I did it
for three years, because I started before I even took office, and he is also
by best critic. Ifhe watches an interview, he'll tell me, "That was really
stupid. That was a dumb thing you said" or "You missed the point, you
should have thought about this." I find that very, very helpful. The other
men: Harry Wiltse, certainly, as my first lawyer boss, I think taught me a
lot. He threw me to the wolves, but never turned his back on me. He
threw me to the wolves more than once, but, he always was right behind
me and if, for example, if someone called that we were suing and they
wouldn't talk to me, he wouldn't talk to them. He would say that you had
to talk to Miss Saccomando. If a lawyer called and wanted to bypass me
and go to Harry, he'd say, "I'm not going to talk to you, talk to Maryann.
She is handling this." I screwed up on one case, in a settlement which I
should not have done the way I did it, or the amount that I did it for, and
clearly, I had screwed up and Harry stood behind me 100%, told me what I
had done wrong, then stood behind me. As I think about it, I learned my
salty language from him. I think that a lot of that was done on purpose, so
that he would get me acclimated to what I was likely to hear, that I should
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be able to handle any situation that was likely to come up. So, while a lot
of people thought that he was a bastard, I really learned a lot from him.
Some of the other bosses that I had. Louis Lefkowitz, I adored. He was a
great lawyer. He was the Attorney General who I worked for. He was a
great, great lawyer. I think he would have been a success in no matter
what he did in the law. He was that good a lawyer. When I had a run-in
with the state tax department, which we have not talked about, because of
something they wanted me to do as their lawyer and I wouldn't do it, the
threat was that the State Tax Commissioner was going to talk to my boss,
which he did. Louis Lefkowitz called me and asked what was this about
and I told him. He said, "You're absolutely right. Forget it." He stood
behind me, too. But he always wanted to know why. The cases that I was
assigned in that office were good, meaty, tough cases and I enjoyed them
and they came to me because both Lefkowitz and Ruth Tock thought that I
had the ability to deal with them. I got things in the Buffalo office that the
New York City office thought they should have gotten. That caused
problems. I never had to deal with that. Louis Lefkowitz did. I admired
him a lot and I think, maybe by osmosis, I took a page from his book
which was "Why are you doing this? Why don't you want to do this?"
before I make a decision; really examining a thing and deciding how to
deal with it. Who else? Judge Ostrowski was wonderful to work for. He
marches to his own drummer. He did then; he still does. But he cares, he
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cares about the law and he cares about the lawyers and he cares about their
clients and that sometimes means taking more time to render a decision
than the bureaucracy would like to see. But, he really did care. I admired
him for that. We used to have slam-bang arguments when we come up on
different sides of an issue and we would really go at it, tooth and nail. In
the end, it was always his decision, but we always went through that
exercise of arguing it and I liked that he cared. I don't know that I could
have worked for a judge who didn't care, who just thought of it as wearing
a black robe, being important and going out there and strutting around for
everybody. I liked working for Bill because he really cared. He really
never made himself more important than anyone else.
Ms. Gerstinan:

Do you think that is why he never put any barriers to your bar leadership
positions?

Ms. Freedman:

Probably, yeah. He was, probably as proud as my father would have been,
and he would and did, do anything he could, to allow me to do that work,
to do that job. I'm sure that you are familiar with some of this. I would
take work with me. I used to work in airports. I worked in hotel rooms, I
worked sitting in waiting rooms. I always had work with me, and got the
decisions done. That didn't bother him. It was OK. As long as the work
got done, everybody was happy. He was always very, very supportive and
very proud ofme and my accomplishments. Who were the other men that
I worked for? I don't think there were any other men that I worked for. I
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don't work for anybody here. When Brenda was practicing with me, I
wasn't working for anybody there, except myself. You asked me in one of
these interviews, about women role models and there really weren't any
women role models for us in our generation. I mentioned Eleanor
Roosevelt. I was a great admirer of hers and I think I read everything that
she ever wrote. I think I probably absorbed some of her philosophy of
how you deal with the punches when they come your way and how you
have to be in charge of yourself. Ruth Tock, I admired. Clearly, she was
another person who I admired. But I met her kind of later when I went to
the A Gs' s office. There really weren't many other women that I could say
I tried to copy or tried to pattern myself after or tried to be like. They just
weren't there. They didn't exist. I often, from time to time wonder, that
because of the age difference, whether there are young women who look at
me and try to pattern themselves after me. That catches me short, because
I wonder, "Oh, my God, what am I doing. I don't want to set a bad
example."
Ms. Gerstman:

There are a lot of women in this state who have you as a role model.

Ms. Freedman:

Well, I hope that I have been a good example. That's frightening to think
that you are a role model for somebody. If you do something wrong, and
you burst their bubble, you've disillusioned them, you taught them to do it
the wrong way. That's a very scary thought.

Ms. Gerstman:

I don't think that you have to worry about that.
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Ms. Freedman:

You're kind, Sharon. Thank you. Next year, I will celebrate my fiftieth
anniversary of graduation from law school. I remember thinking, as a
young lawyer, "What are those old guys still doing? Why don't they go
home and let us be the lawyers now?" Now the shoe is on the other foot
and I'm one of those old guys, still hanging in, still practicing, still
enjoying it.

Ms. Gerstman:

Well, I hope you'll be sitting on the dias at UB graduations, so that the
young lawyers graduating know who's been there for fifty ....

Ms. Freedman:

I have spoken at graduations exercises and it has been a thrill for me.
Going to Brenda's graduation was a thrill for me. Going down to
Rochester to see her admitted was a thrill for me, and one of the things that
the Women Lawyers Association had given me, for lifetime achievement,
was a little scales of justice lapel pin that had my initials on it. I had
Brenda's initials put on the other scale and gave it to her when she was
admitted. That was such a terrific moment for me. You and some of our
other women colleagues, gave me a wristwatch when I was elected
President of the State Bar, which said, "It's about time." I still have that
watch, it doesn't work, but I still have it. I am pleased that women feel
good about what I have done and I am pleased that, maybe in some small
way, I have been able to help them, and it's been a good life. I've had a
good life.
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