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Interview with Mary Lester by Chauncy Rucker March 26, 2008.

Rucker:  It’s March 26, 2008.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m having a conversation today with Mary Lester.  Mary is the Executive Director of the Alliance for Technology Access and we’re at the national headquarters in Petaluma, California.  

Mary, what I’d like for you to do is simply give us your history…how you got interested in and became involved with people with disabilities, the people that helped you get started and go on through your involvement overall.

LESTER:  I studied anthropology at the University of California at Berkley and when I got out of school, I was absolutely clueless about what I was going to do with my life.  It was the early seventies and I wasn’t the only one who was clueless.  There was a lot of it going around, and I happened, one could say accidentally, one could say with divine intervention, at the Center for Independent Living (CIL) in Berkley.  They were hiring a receptionist and I went to apply for the job, not having a clue about what the Center for Impendent Living was.  And I was hired.  I was the first person hired that nobody knew.  That was 1974.  CIL was incorporated in ’72.  So at this point, they were in a funky old building in Berkley, on the 2nd and 4th floors of a ratty old building with an elevator.  One of my main jobs was to jam a screwdriver between the elevator doors when they’d stick to release the elevator.  You could get two power wheelchairs in the elevator at one 
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time, unless they were people that had a high backrest or something like that.  It was an amazing introduction to the world of disability and I felt right at home.  Didn’t understand why…now I understand why, but at the time, I didn’t.  I just knew that I was home and this was an amazing place to be at an amazing time, which as I said, I didn’t understand then, but I had a feeling that this was going to be very important.  I just didn’t know how important.  I was the receptionist for a while and then I was the Assistant to the Assistant Director who was Phil Draper, who later became the Executive Director.  I played several roles.  I learned how to write grants and learned how to go speak in front of the Board of Supervisors to beg them not to cut off our funding, but not the kind of stuff I necessarily wanted to learn.  But as an anthropology major it made a lot of sense to me that I would end up in a place where the culture was very much not the norm.  But there was very clearly a culture that was very vibrant and very new and very exciting and very counter-the-norm in all sorts of ways.  We had a very exciting time.  Ed Roberts was the Executive Director at that time.  Shortly afterward, we got evicted from that building by the fire department, who had had their fill of carrying people in power wheelchairs down some very steep marble stairs.  We moved from University Avenue to Telegraph Avenue, into what used to be a car dealership.  It was shortly after that that Ed Roberts was hired by Jerry Brown, the Governor of California, to run the Department of Rehab and then Phil became the Executive Director.  

It was an amazing place full of amazing people who I’m very fortunate to have worked with and to have had as mentors.  Joan Leon is one of them and Philip Draper is another and I learned just a tremendous amount.  I was there about 5-1/2 years and it was like graduate school.  More phenomenal than I could have even imagined.  It was graduate school in life and it was very exciting.  And the people, as I said, were just extraordinary.  

From there, I worked for a time at a couple of other nonprofits and then a friend, Judy Rogers, who had worked at CIL, called me.  I was back in New Jersey for an extended visit.  Judy called and told me, “I have this friend Jackie Brand.  She really needs to hire somebody to work at the Disabled Children’s Computer Group (DCCG) and I told her you’d be great and you have to call her.”  And my visit in Jersey turned out to be longer than I had anticipated because I was between jobs.  And she kept calling me.  So, long story short, I met Jackie who had also worked at CIL, but our paths hadn’t crossed there, so I hadn’t known her through CIL.  But Judy connected us and I was not convinced that taking the job at DCCG was the right thing for me because I told myself that my experience at CIL had taught me a couple of things and one was never to put myself in the position of having to raise my own salary, and the second was never work for a very, very small organization.  DCCG was Jackie and the Board and, indeed, I did have to raise my own salary and I had three months to do it.  But, again, it was like CIL.  There was something that I didn’t understand that made it, you know, clear…vaguely clear…clear in retrospect that this was the place I needed to be and this was what I needed to be doing.  Again, you know, I was on the edge of something and I just didn’t know what it was going to grow up to be.  But, like the Impendent Living movement, the assistive technology movement was phenomenal and it’s had a huge impact on people’s lives, as has had the Independent Living (IL) movement and there are now several hundred ILCs around the country and the world.  This is like that in my life, certainly.  So Jackie hired me and said, “Ok, we have about three months of job security.”  And I thought, well, it’s probably as much as I’ve ever had before, so…ok, we’ll go for it.  And it was right at that time that she had been meeting with Alan Brightman at Apple.  They’d already connected and were beginning to talk about doing something like the Alliance, replicating the DCCG model because at that point, Jackie and I were in a classroom in the Richmond school district, a donated classroom in an elementary school in a portable building and we were getting letters and phone calls from all over the country saying, “We heard what you’re doing.  We’d like to do the same” or “I’m a mom in New Jersey and where can I find resources”.  We were answering these letters, but it was very much like, “Don’t pay any attention to those two women behind the curtain”.  (Laughs.)

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

LESTER:  You know, “This is the great and wonderful Oz”.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.  (Chuckles.)

LESTER:  It was kind of like that.  But Apple came along and made the Alliance happen and it was the genius of Jackie and Alan and the resources provided by Apple, which were amazing.  It was in a whole different era at Apple and this was 1986.  And we signed a contract later that fall that enabled Jackie to go on the road and promote the notion of the Alliance and also find centers, primarily find organizations that wanted to belong, that were ready to belong.  And with the contract from Apple, we were able to hire behind Jackie, so we hired Carolyn Langford who was a teacher in the Mt. Diablo schools to come in and do consultations with families.  Then we hired Alice Worshing, who was with us for years doing the consultations with families.  You know, the technology we had to work with was extremely rudimentary, but we thought it was just, you know, the cat’s pajamas.  I was given a Mac Plus, so I had a whole megabyte of RAM.  It was before the days of MultiFinder, so you could only run one program at a time, but you only had two or three anyway.  But we had a bulletin board and, right off the bat, Apple gave us the use of Apple Link, which was extraordinary.  So we all had email addresses in the late 80’s, which was pretty unusual.  It was an opportunity to build a virtual community using this multimillion dollar telecommunications network that was absolutely extraordinary.  And Apple provided equipment to the centers and collateral materials, so there were brochures and there were all sorts of things that helped us build this network and convince people that we knew what we were doing and that we were professional.  No nonprofit organization that I know of has had this kind of launch, because initially, in the first two years, we were a project of Apple.  So Jackie was a consultant to Apple and we were being given all kinds of great equipment and the centers were all given start-up equipment and initial Assistive Technology, Intellikeys…or, I guess it was still the Unicorn Board in the very beginning.

RUCKER:  Humm…

LESTER:  And products from Don Johnston and Medentec because early on the key technology developers were part of the Alliance, you know.  And it was this extraordinary experience that was on many, many ways the cutting edge of technology in a donated classroom.  It was pretty amazing and very exciting.  It became clear to me over time that my connection, the reason that I was so comfortable in the disability world was my own medical history and that of my family and I began to identify.  My brother has dyslexia and had a very difficult time going through school and basically succeeded because he was an actor, not because he got the kind of supports he needed or that would have made a huge difference in his life.  And he has them now, but it could have been so different for him, as it is now for so many youngsters and so many students.  And yet there are still so many that could benefit from the tools they don’t have and continue not to have that kind of access.  So there’s a lot of assistive technology used in my family.  I learned a tremendous amount from my father as he aged.  He was always resistant to change, but technology presented him with the greatest opportunity to be the most stubborn, resistant person he could possibly be to the notion of technology and disability.  He was really awesome.  He was using closed-captioning on the television because he was cranking up the volume so loud, he was driving my brother out of his mind.  He was using a lot of technology, but it was a slow, painful process.  Very slow and very painful.  But he also knew every back entrance to every theater in Manhattan that was wheelchair…well, the theaters weren’t wheelchair accessible unless you went down the back alley and in through the freight elevator.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

LESTER:  All of that jazz, which he did.  It was pretty amazing.  So there’s just a lot of connection and now in my life, my partner uses Jaws and our bathroom scale talks and the clocks talks and sometimes they just start talking all by themselves in the middle of the night and it’s pretty scary.  (Laugh.)  Or I’ll bump into his backpack and a rooster will start to crow.  (Laughs.).  So it’s been an interesting journey and I’ve gotten to meet some incredible people and do some amazing things and to speak on behalf of the community that I love very dearly and that is so powerful, potentially.  Yet, the power and the potential is still so incredibly untapped for the most part…

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

LESTER:  …having to do with a lot of things, as, you know, it’s a complex community.  It’s many communities.  It’s many challenges.  And I think one of the most significant things that the United States has ever done was to pass the ADA (Americans With Disabilities Act).  I think it says more about our country and the people in it than most other pieces of legislation.  I mean, there are a lot of amazing things, but for me, the ADA really set us apart.  And it’s very sad to me that we’re now going through the ADA restoration process.  To have to restore a civil rights bill is very discouraging.

RUCKER:  Yes.

LESTER:  But, I’m glad the effort is happening and it’s happening to reverse some of the court decisions and restrengthen and expand who it applies to, who it was intended to apply to.  And technology has been not something that I would necessarily have embraced.  I did have my first transistor radio when I was 8 years old and it was very exciting and I had it glued to my ear, listening to Cousin Brucie on WABC in New York.  But, I’ve not typically seen myself as an early adopter.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

LESTER:  Nor did Jackie.  

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

LESTER:  Jackie was a technophobe. And I was a technophile by comparison, but, even so, to me technology is a tool, it’s not an end.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

LESTER:  So it’s not something that I spend a lot of time playing with.  I use it to achieve an end and we’ve always seen it that way at the Alliance, that it’s something that helps you achieve your goals.  It’s not an end-goal and it’s not about the tools.  It’s about the people.

RUCKER:  I think you’ve covered it.  I was going to see if there were other questions I should have asked, but I think you’ve covered it.  Thank you so much, Mary.  To go from a secretary to the Executive Director and it’s your background and how comfortable you are and what a great success you’ve been and how happy people all over the country are in terms of your contribution.

LESTER:  Thank you, Chauncy.  I really appreciate that coming from you.  We’ve just had a huge celebration and it was a huge success and ATA is 20 years old and I couldn’t be more proud of it. 

RUCKER:  I’ll have to do some more podcasting later so we can get that gala in.  Thank you so much.

