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RUCKER:
Harry, could you tell me when and how you got so involved in terms of disabilities?

MURPHY:  I’m from Philadelphia and I went to Temple University.  When I finished there, I was a teacher of high school English in Camden, New Jersey, and basically teaching high school English to kids who weren’t very interested in high school English—and I thought this is a big mistake.  And I had an uncle who was a manufacturer’s rep and he wanted me to go into business with him.  And I was just about ready to do that when I got a notice from the placement office in…at Temple and it was for a position at the Pennsylvania School for the Deaf.  Now, Temple did not have very much in the way of Special Education and I didn’t know anything about it.  I certainly knew nothing about deafness and I had to try to think, had I ever met a deaf person and I don’t think at that time I really had.  I’ve seen ‘em but I don’t think I ever really met one and spent any time with one.  So I went out to the School for the Deaf and they did offer me a job, completely untrained.  They paid to train me—almost to a Master’s and it was a great…great experience; I loved it.  And then I won a scholarship at Cal State Northridge to take a Master’s degree.  And I took a Master’s degree in leadership in seven months flat—start to finish; 30 units—whatever it was, comprehensive exams and a thesis in seven months flat.  It was a great program; I loved it.  And then I became a Principal of a school for the deaf in the Los Angeles area, and then from ’72 to ’79, I went to Cal State Northridge as the Assistant Director of the National Center on Deafness.  So that’s my background in deafness. 

Then changed gears ‘cause I left CSUN from ’79 to ’83.  Did some consulting; came back in ’83 to an office that handled all disabilities other than deafness.  And so that’s when I began to get involved in technology.  Computers were coming out.  I think the first time I had my hands on a computer was ’83 when I came back to CSUN and began using one.  And then I was administering a unit of support services for disabled students; that is other than deafness.  I was getting two frequent questions from the students, from their parents, from rehab counselors, and the questions centered around two issues.  What are you doing for people who are learning disabled—and the answer was nothing.  And what are you doing in the way of providing support to students with disabilities in the way of computers—and the answer was nothing.  We had no computers; not one in my center at that time.  We didn’t have one for administration.  We didn’t have one for the students.  Zip-nothing.  

In ’85 we started the first CSUN conference and it was on the campus of CSUN.  We expected two hundred people would come locally and six hundred people came from all over the world.  And when they…so here I’m running a computer conference and we still don’t have a computer.  Not a single computer—not one.  And it never occurred to me that we should have computers because I’m running a conference; that was quite different than having computers.  But I got so embarrassed by the fact that we had no computers at all.  And people were coming up to me at this first conference in ’85 and they’re saying what kind of computers do you have for the students?  Do you have….I don’t know if they called them MACs then—Apple IIe’s.  Do you have the Apple IIe’s or do you have the IBM…I don’t know if they called them PCs yet.  But we had nothing; nothing at all.  So I got so embarrassed that I went out and raised about $300,000 for a nice computer center within our unit for students with disabilities, so that’s how that all got started, so…

RUCKER:
And…and…and that’s…and that lead on…so what…tell me about the…the early years of the conferences and how kind of that progressed.

MURPHY:  Yeah, we were on campus and we were in October…the October window.  Now, because I had conceptualized it as a little regional, Southern California campus, I never saw it being in conflict with Closing The Gap in Minneapolis in October.  We were a week or so apart.  And so I just saw no relationship between this little (I thought) Southern California conference and Closing the Gap.  I certainly never saw myself as a competitor, for example, to Closing The Gap.  And then the exhibitors began complaining—they had no break.  They’d go to Closing the Gap and come immediately to CSUN.  So they were begging me – get out of that October window.  So the first four years we were on the campus of Cal State Northridge and we only had room for 44 exhibit stations.  And we filled them every year but the waiting list got longer and longer and longer, and so we saw the opportunity to move it to a major hotel and expand it.  And so we went 18 months without a conference—from October ’88 until March of ’90.  So we flipped it to get out of the way of Closing the Gap, which made the exhibitors happy, and first went to the LAX Marriott.   Later expanded to the Hilton as the conference grew.  So it grew from the campus to the Marriott…LAX Marriott, to the LAX Hilton, and now here we are in San Diego for the 25th Anniversary conference—the first year that we are here in a hotel.  At the Marriott and Hilton, we had exhibitors separated.  People had to walk one hotel to the other.  Here, everything is under one roof, so it looks like a real winner early in the game; the conference just started.  The exhibit hall opens shortly, but it looks like a real winner, and as I’ve talked to people…just the general buzz is pretty satisfying...it’s a beautiful location.  

RUCKER:
Right. 

MURPHY:  I’m looking out the window at the…at the bay, here, so it’s a beautiful location!  Much…much nicer than LAX.

RUCKER:
Right.  Tell me something about some of your international conferencing and such. 

MURPHY:  Yeah, it was always a priority of me to make this…priority of mine to make this an international conference.  I was doing a lot of work overseas anyway and I was frequently in Europe and other places.  And we marketed heavily into the international community—that was by design.  So when they came from Australia and New Zealand, and here and there and everywhere, a lot of…this is late ‘80s/early ‘90s…and a lot of the people who came were people who saw the same thing that I did.  That you bring together a lot of people who want to have this knowledge with those people who have this knowledge and you sloosh them altogether for a week—that’s called a conference—and you send them out and everybody knows more than they did when they started.  And so after I started marketing to the international community and people came, I began to get invitations.  Would I go to Australia? I went to Tasmania—I’ve been to Tasmania more than most Australians!  Would I go to Tasmania and help them with a state conference…and so I did.  Would I go to Auckland, New Zealand and help them with their national conference?  I went to Prague and helped them with a national conference on blindness.  And then I was speaking widely—I would go to most of the major, at least European conferences and occasionally Hong Kong and Japan and other places as well.  So we built the international attendance here which I always wanted to be reciprocal, so I would go to as many of the European conferences as I could, and in fact, since 2002, I’ve Chaired one of the major European conferences that’s based out of Austria.  It’s not always held…in Austria, but it’s usually in Linz.  It was in Paris and July 2010, it will be in Vienna.  And so I’ve been the Chair of that for some time.  There’s another one called Association for the Advancement of Assistive Technology in Europe and I’ve usually gone to that when I was still active at the University before I retired, and I would speak at that every year.  And their leaders would come here; in fact the President of that organization is here this week.   

RUCKER:
I recall that I got to go to Tasmania too because you got me there! 

MURPHY:  Oh!

RUCKER:
Well, you [mingled voices] 

MURPHY:  Nice place. 

RUCKER:
I mentioned wanting to do some…some foreign conferences and you put out the word to them and the lovely man there called and invited me.  And that was…it was certainly a highlight of my career [mingled voices] 

MURPHY:  Thank you for reminding…I forgot about that Chauncy. 

RUCKER:
Yes.

MURPHY:  Thank you for reminding me [mingled voices] 

RUCKER:
The only thing [mingled voices] 

MURPHY:  John Thorne [phonetic] [mingled voices] 

RUCKER:
Yes. 

MURPHY:  John Thorne [mingled voices] nice guy.

RUCKER:
He’s…he stopped by once or twice in Boston and we’ve gotten to see [mingled voices] 

MURPHY:  Nice [mingled voices] 

RUCKER:
…each other again.  

MURPHY:  Good. 

RUCKER:
You…you showed…you showed what a good job you were doing at this because he invited us to his house and you had thought ahead and brought…I think it was either a T-shirt or hat from CSUN for him as a gift and I was there thinking, what the hell am I gonna do?  [chuckles] So, as…as a repayment I’m going to…if…if UCONN women win in basketball, I’ll send you a hat (and I did).

MURPHY:  As they…as they probably will!  

RUCKER:
As they probably will.  A lot of people…that’s funny, too.  In Tasmania, they didn’t know about our science department but they knew about our basketball team. 

MURPHY:  There you go!

RUCKER:
…team.   


MURPHY:  There you go.  

RUCKER:
And [mingled voices] 

MURPHY:  You’ve got good ones—men and women!

RUCKER:
Yes…particularly women. 

MURPHY:  Yeah. 

RUCKER:
Another kind of interesting aspect for me was that…was it last year or the year before at CSUN, you were there and there was a fire alarm and you were…you turned from just kind of being there to taking charge of what needed to be done.  There was an alarm that needed to be taken care of and it was interesting to see.  You were back in…in conference mode right then, in charge, taking care of it and it got taken care of!

MURPHY:  Yeah, it does kick in, I must admit.  Speaking of fire alarms, I’ll tell ya just a little different…we were at the Marriott one time with, I don’t know, hundreds of people with disabilities in the hotel at any given time, and a fire alarm that went off at something like 4:30 in the morning.  My heart stopped...oh my God.  Is this really a fire with all these people with disabilities up to whatever number of floors it was…and is this gonna be just a major major problem.  It was a false alarm; fortunately, but I just did not want that to happen.  But it just…we’re trained in this field so we…we do these things. 

RUCKER:
Right. 

MURPHY:  And I find myself—if a blind person’s trying to, you know, find the elevator, then I stop what I’m doing and I help them find the elevator.  I mean that’s just what I’ve been trained to do.  It’s the right thing to do.  It doesn’t matter what hat you wear [mingled voices] 

RUCKER:
Right. 

MURPHY:  It’s just the work we do.  

RUCKER:
Could you tell us about the impact of the…the…I’m glad I can edit this…of the earthquake that damaged the…the [mingled voices] ...so much, that area, and it happened right along at the…just before the conference.  

MURPHY:  Yeah.  1994…mid-January; 4:30 in the morning; there was a major earthquake in California. 

RUCKER:
Uh-huh. 

MURPHY:  It was centered in the San Fernando Valley; the epicenter—one mile from the University.  The University experienced…the University, alone, experienced $300 million in damage.  We were 60 days away, approximately, from running a major international conference on technology and disability.  Our phones were down; the university was shut down, in fact, for a week.  FEMA would let no one go onto the campus.  We were getting 5.0 aftershocks regularly for a week or 10 days or so.  And so we have to get the word out that there is going to be a conference.  Now, you’re leading up to a good friend of yours and mine, David Edyburn, who was fabulous in passing the word around that the conference was on.  We were going to hold the conference.  The conference was not in the valley where the earthquake damage was.  It was at the airport.  Now, the airport was untouched.  It was rattled but we didn’t have the damage there.  The mountainous terrain of the valley kept the damage in the valley.  It was extensive because it reverberated within the valley floor, under…10 miles below or something like that, but it didn’t extend beyond the mountains.  So those who were on the outside of the mountains were usually okay.  And we had…that year, we had the highest attendance that we ever had, to my great surprise and delight, but I was always afraid there would be an aftershock during the conference because I had been to one in LA where there was an aftershock and the conference cleaned out halfway through.  It’s at the Bonaventure in downtown Los Angeles.  So, again, I’m holding my breath.  Saturday, everybody disperses; the conference is very successful.  Sunday morning there was a 5.0 aftershock at the…at the airport, but they were all gone by then and I was just cleaning up and getting ready to go home.  So, thank you…thank you.  There’s…there’s somebody up there somewhere! [laughter] 

RUCKER:
So what’s the future for you?

MURPHY:  I retired ten years ago…and a failure at it like most people who…who have retired and still have some juices flowing.  And the juices continue to flow.  I hope they…they do for a very long time.  Gosh, I’ve done some consulting, not in the field of disabilities so much, but I…I had a background in grants as many of us in this…this field do, and so a good friend of mine ran a national training firm called the Grantsmanship Center and I had worked for him once before.  And had done training—I trained in all 50 states doing that grants training for him, so I had done it in ‘70s…I was out of CSUN—for four years I did it.  Then I came back.  When I retired I did it some more.  And so I was doing that, traveling all over the country.  I still kept up my international activities, both pleasure and business.  I go to London every year with a couple retired IBM guys from the conference, some who exhibited their special needs technologies, and we meet in London every year.  Just…we met in March because there’s a concert at Royal Albert Hall that is five marine bands come together and they form one massed band of about a hundred pieces, and they’re in uniform—and it is glorious.  And then drummers come down the aisle [makes drumming sound] you know, and it is absolutely spectacular and I wouldn’t miss it.  And so we see that and we see some shows.  I was just reviewing papers in Vienna.  Lecturing on cruise ships – I…nothing to do with disability. I have a gig where I’ve lectured in Mexico, Hawaii.  I was just in South America.  I have a gig in the Baltic coming up on Cunard, out of Southampton, England, starting August 1st of this year.  And I do what’s called destination lectures which are on history and culture.  Now when they booked me into South America, I must admit I didn’t know much about…I had been there, but I didn’t know much about South American history.  But being an educator, you do something called curriculum development.  And so I dove into the research of the Incas and the Spanish settlement of Peru and Chile, and the voyage for the Beagle around South America, and lectured on those things, but more from biography.  I don’t like the so and so date, something happened; so and so date, something happened.  I hated that when I was a kid.  So I do it more in terms of biography and some of the more significant people in history of that area.  And I’ve been researching now the Baltic and it’s…it’s very good.  The juices are flowing and it’s…it’s a nice gig. 

RUCKER:
Fantastic.  I got a chance to go with something called the City Group to Ecuador for about 20 days one time.  What…what’s it…what a different place and…and…and what a great experience it was.  I wanted to go to Machu Picchu but it didn’t work out.  And I wanted to go to Galapagos, but I got the three dollar answer.  I bought a T-shirt that says Galapagos Islands on it and wore it and [mingled voices] nobody knew [laughter] any difference.  Travel is just…is just so exciting for…for everyone I think. 

MURPHY:  I…I’ve…I’ve been lucky.  I…I really have traveled.  I’ve made 50 or 60 trips to…to Europe and I’ve traveled elsewhere all over the world and just been very lucky.  Just… knock on wood.  

RUCKER:
Well, I wish you many, many more years.

MURPHY:  And you too. 

RUCKER:
…of continued success. 

MURPHY:  And you too.  

RUCKER:
Thank you very much.
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