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commentary
from other pens...

Riling people Is job
says rights watchdog

By Will Lester

Associated Press Writer

WASHINGTON — Some say Mary Frances Berry isahero of the
civil rights movement, othersthat she’stoo opinionated and divisive.
Even one of her closefriends sayshe“wouldn’t call her adiplomat.”

The chairwoman of the U.S. Civil Rights Commission doesn’t have
many aliesin power thesedays, and her commissiondoesn’t haveagreat
deal of clout asit investigates shortcomings of last year’selection.

The63-year-old professor at PennsylvaniaUniversity and civil rights
veteran does have abully pulpit, and she'snot shy about usingit.

“1f we don’t have peopleirritated, we' re not doing our job,” Berry
said in arecent interview. “We' rethe gadfly. We' rethe watchdog that
bitesyou ontheleg, keepstugging at you and says, * How about this?”

By Berry’sdefinition, she must be doing her job.

Shehasirritated plenty of Republicansand conservativesnationally
andinFloridain her handling of thecommission’sinvestigation of last
year’selectionsinthat state. Plenty of peoplecheer her effortsaswell.

GeorgeW. Bush, wholost thepopul ar voteto Democrat Al Gore, won
Florida's25 electoral voteson the basisof astatewideballot count that
gavehim 537 morevotes. That swung theelectionto BushintheElec-
toral College. Votersin several countiessaid misleading voting equip-
ment led them to cast their votesfor the wrong candidate.

The commission held two hearingsin Floridaduring the winter and
recently issued a preliminary report on the election highly critical of
the state's leaders, including Gov. Jeb Bush, younger brother of the
president, and Secretary of State Katherine Harris.

“1t seemsto be quite clear some discrimination occurred, whether it
was intentional or unintentional,” Berry said at a recent commission
meeting. Shetold Bushthecommissionwouldmonitor theL egidature's
spring meeting to seewhat corrective stepsit will take.

After the report, the governor said the commission *has yet to be
presentedwithany evidenceof intentional discrimination,” andthestate
isdealingwith problemsidentified after theelection. Her rejoinder: The
voting rightslaw doesn’t require proof of intent to show aviolation.

The commission’s preliminary report, compiled by Berry and ap-
proved by thefull panel, failed to give Floridaofficialsachancetore-
spond, Bushcomplained. “ Hopefully, thecommissionwill bring greater
fairnessand objectivity tothepreparation of itsfinal report,” Bushsaid.

Berry says she's used to angry responses. She has had “somein the
left presssaying |’ mafascist pig” and“ peopleontheright saying I’m
acommie pinko lefty. | say apox on both their houses,” she said.

She has criticized every president since President Carter, who ap-
pointed her and | ater got pressureover thelevel sof financial aidfor the
poor. She wasfired by President Reagan but regained her job after a
lawsuit. Shesaid President Clinton complainedthat Berry “would only
giveaC-minus’ to civil rights accomplishments hewas proud of .

The eight-member commission has four Democrats, a Republican
and threeindependents, including Berry. The balance gradually shifts
asanew admini stration getsto appoi nt commissionerstosix-yearterms.

During Floridahearings, Berry calledHarris' testimony about her role
inthe election “laughable” and ridiculed state officials who said they
weren't aware of complaintsin the contested el ection.

Palitical scientist Roger Wilkins, aclosefriend, says: “1 love Mary.
I would call her lotsof good things, but | wouldn’t call her adiplomat.”

“I think she'shad an agendawhen she camedown,” said Van Poole,
aveteran Florida Republican. “ Shewason apolitical witch hunt.”

Berry’ssupporters say Berry hasno choice but to speak bluntly.

“The commission doesn’'t have alot of teeth. That'swhy you need
somebody like Mary,” said political scientist Ron Walters of the Uni-
versity of Maryland. “ Shebringsalot of attentiontothecommission’s
work that it ordinarily would not receive.”

EDITOR SNOTE —WII Lester coverspolling and politicsfor The
Associated Press.
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My cupboards certalnly are well stocked

| don’t know about you, but I’ ve been thinking
about shopping.

“Nothingnew about that!” you say?Yes, | know
that most women think about shopping alot. | ad-

mit | used to, but lately I’'m beginning to realize

what my mother-in-law wasfeelingwhenshesaid

that storeslikeWal-Martand K-martwerejust“too -

big!” Sometimes|’d rather pay morefor anitem
inasmall storethanwalk along distancetofindit
inabigone.

And have you ever considered the choices we
have? Sometimes | think that we have too many
choi ces. Twenty-threedifferent laundry soapsjust
seems a bit too many. Ninety-five varieties of
chocolate- now really! Maybeyouliketochoose,
but sometimesl’ djust likeoneortwotopick from.

Maybeit’ sthebeginning of the" return-to-child-
hood stage” of my life. And nothingismuchmore
frustrating thantofind aproduct you like, only to
haveit discontinued or “improved” the next time
you want to buy it.

In thinking about shopping, | redizethat | just
don't careif Searshasasalegoing or not; there's
alwaysgoingto beanother one. 1t doesmakeme
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sad that astore with a 128-year-tradition of pro-
viding to the American publicisclosing itsdoors
forever.

When | was living overseas with my air force
husband, Montgomery Ward's catalog kept usin
touchwithhomeandwithitemsthat wereunavail-
ableinEngland. Thencatal og shopping sort of went
“out of vogue,” only to return lately. | warn you,
don’'t order from a catalog now, or you will soon
bereceivingtwenty different companies mailings
- trying to entice you to buy from them, too.

I’ vedecided that | am a spastic shopper.

No, | don’'tgojerking my shopping cart downthe
aises. | buy spastically.

My mindwill get set ononeitemthat | need, and
when | findit onsale, | buy many, so | won't have

tothink about that agai n soon. Thegood sideisthat
| seldom have to make mad dashes to the store to
get something.

| got usedto buyinginquantity whenmy children
lived at home, and my spastic shoppingisthehol d-
over from those days. With only onein the house,
thingslast longer, but | still haveinsane periods of
“stocking up.”

My children would probably go into spasms of
laughter to see my stockpiles. Checking my cup-
boards, | seel havefive cansof tuna, 10 bottles of
shampoo and conditioner, four toothbrushes, six 2-
liter bottles of soda, and 10 reams of paper - just to
nameafewthings.Well, I’ msureyou'’ regettingthe
idea.

Pleasedon’t think I''m eccentric; | wastaught tc
be thrifty. I’ ve aways been proud of my sensible
purchasing habits, even if they seem strange to
someone else.

| admit | buy items*” spastically.” I’ velivedinmy
present homea most four years, and sofar I' mstill
using thetrash bags and dryer sheetsthat | moved
herewithme. Don’t laugh! For thefirsttimesince
I moved, I'mwatching for asale on toilet paper.

There Is a knack to getting lost in Washington

We visited Washington last week and my last-
ingimpressionswill bemetal detectorsand being
lost.

| was 16 the last time | was in the capitol,
sightseeing with my parents.

Thistimel wasall grownupand | wassupposed
toknowwhat | wasdoing. | didn’t, but | canfakeit
pretty well after al these years of being lost and
confused.

We went through the metal detectorsat theair-
port, when we entered the room where President
Bush was speaking, when we went to visit our
congressmen and senators, when we entered the
Capitol and (best of all) when we visited the Na-
tional Aquarium. Then, of course, wegot thetreat-
ment again at theairport.

| passed all but one when my badge, which |
thought was plastic, set the alarm off.

Steve couldn’t get through anything without
practically undressing. If itwasn'thisbadge, itwas
the brads on his shoes, his pocket change or the
metal back of hisnotebook. Hewasthetinman as
far asthe metal detectorswere concerned.
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None of the museumswe went to had detectors
and all werefree. We saw some of the greatest ac-
complishments of the American people at the
Smithsonian buildings and wonderful art at the
National Gallery.

It cost $3 eachtogetintotheaquarium, whichis
inthebasement of the CommerceBuilding—thus
themetal detector at thedoor. Thebiggest draw was
four small aligators, which stared at us without
movinguntil wewent away andthenwentintofren-
zied activity until wereturned. | wouldn’t want to
play Statuewith them critters. They can out-stare
acat.

Theaguariumisneither largenor modern. Itwas
last updated in the 1930s and, while it has been
painted and new signsput up, itissmall, cramped

and not upto modern standards. Ontheother hand,
it'sgot plenty of fish and only costs $3to get in. |
think that Denver’sisaround $14 ahead.

Washingtonisamaze. | think | read somewhere
that it waslaid out like Paris, which explainsalot
about the French.

| waslost most of thetime. | walked around for
several dayswithamapinmy hands— sometimes
itwasevenright sideup. | finally gave up and took
acab most places | wanted to go. It was more ex-
pensive but | got thereand home again.

Of course, therewastheproblem of themuseums.
They areall huge, with roomsand passages going
every whichway. | got lost in almost every one of
them. Most of thetime thiswas OK, but the day |
was supposed to catch aplaneand | couldn’t even
find the door (Steve was at adifferent museum), |
becamealittle panicky.

Thoseplacesneed coloredlinesonthefloor. Fol -
low thered linetotheexit. Follow thegreenlineto
the exhibits. Follow the blueline to the bathroom.
Follow theblack lineif you never want tofind your
way out.

Serving high tea and old songs with the elderly

| pick up abouquet of flowersonmy way tomeet
Sister Patty Campbell in the Tenderloin — San
Francisco’snotoriouspocket of crime. Today isher
25thanniversary withthe Sistersof Mercy, and she
is celebrating by serving high teato the elderly
women sheministersto every day.

Inside the Madonna Residence, a low-income
facility runby the St. Anthony Foundation, thetables
aredraped with lace and linen borrowed from Sis-
ter Patty’ sfriendsand family for theafternoon. Tiny
bouquets of roses and daisies sprout from delicate
teacupsin the center of each table. Up front, silver
traysof scones, marmal ade, petit fours, cream puffs,
Florentine lace cookies, strawberries and teapots
filledwith Earl Grey teastretchthelength of atable
that, onmost days, sitsinthelibrary acrossthehall.

Theplacelookslikethetearoom at the Ritz. Sis-
ter Patty remembered what thefounder of theorder,
Catherine McAuley, had said on her deathbed:
“Makesurethesistershaveacomfortablecupof tea
when | am gone.” So high tea at three o’ clock
seemed the perfect way to mark the day.

At 2:45, Francesis already settled into a chair
againstthewall. Twothick smearsof black mascara
cover her eyelidsfrom her lashesto her brows, asif
sheisabout to takethe stagein Cabaret. Shewears
anew wig for the occasion, a shoulder-length cas-
cadeof curlsinwarmblonde. Sheshowsmetheold
wig, stuffed into aplastic bag tied to her walker.

“1 got tired of platinum,” she says. Francesis80
and used to sing in a German beer garden in San
Francisco. “Peoplein show business always wear
wigs.”

Next to Frances, Connie takes a pastry from ev-
ery platter that passesbut eatsnothing. Her eyesscan
theroom. Shelooksworried, theway shedidwhen
sheshowed upfor theparty withagift bagand Sis-

A
ter Patty still had to coax her from the hallway into
theroom.

The women here, including Sister Patty, walked
different life pathsto arriveinthisroom. They now
findthemsel vesal oosefamily, buffering each other
against the loneliness and poverty and whispered
fears that seem to rise like vapor from the low
babblings and grimy sleeping bags outside on San
Francisco's Golden Gate Avenue.

“Where troubles melt like lemon drops away
abovethe chimney tops...”

Frances singsto Sister Patty. A young San Fran-
cisco State student, interning at the Madonna Resi-
dence, noticesthat Eva, at 96 years old the frailest
woman intheroom, isgetting agitated, perhapsbe-
cause she can’t hear Frances very well. Theintern
rises from her seat and sits on the floor by the
woman'’s feet, her elbow resting familiarly on the
woman'schair, likeagranddaughter at afamily gath-
ering.

Sister Patty tells me later that two-thirds of the
residents suffer from mental illness: depression,
paranoia, dementia. “Most are functional, but for
some, thisistheir entire world,” she says. But she
has never been happier. “| gain so much wisdom
working with the elderly.”

Back in the lounge, a St. Anthony’s executiveis
leadingasing-a-long. “Whenyou' resmiling, when
you' resmiling, thewholeworld smileswithyou...”

| put away my notebook and sing songs| haven't

heard in years. | can hear Frances from across the
room, belting out thewords.

Then | notice Connie beside her. She still looks
worried, but her lipsaremoving, singing assoftly ac
aprayer.

Joan Ryan is a columnist for the San Franciscc
Chronicle. Send commentsto her incareof thisnews-
paper or send her e-mail at joanryan@sfgate.com
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