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[0:09] GF: My name is Gail Fleming and I started work at Bethlehem Steel April 16th 1979… And what they call the coke ovens but I was in coal chemical I started out in labor gang…

[0:28] I: Was that was that your first job there?

GF: Yes, It was my first…

[0:32] I: And what responsibilities did you have in that area?

GF: (laughs) We called it landscaping but it was going around with a wheelbarrow and a shovel and cleaning up trash and debris pulling weeds whatever there were other responsibilities that we had as far as they had…we had the light all plant, they had what they called dishes they were round cylinders and they had to be washed with a certain material…just labor. They needed a hole filled, we took gravel, we filled the hole…whatever in the capacity that they wanted us to…you know...regular daily work...so I’m trying to think of, you’re talking about 33 years ago (laughs) It’s kinda hard to…climbing on top of vessels and venting them. Then I moved up in…coke [unclear] chemical, I became a what they call a track operator, going around picking up…they call them tart buggies and then taking and dumping those and then after that I worked myself up to what they called it… plant helper. I worked in the gas pumping station where they actually created the gas that they pump throughout the plant to have it operate and my department had a lot of…they took the byproducts off of the A-battery from the coke ovens and they made lydol [unclear], you know, tar, the gas that they sent over, like I said the oiyln [unclear], there was one… eww I’m blowing it. So You’re gonna have to start asking me now because there are so many things that I did, there, in itself moving up from the gas pumping station to plant helper I started working the desulfurizer where the gases that came off of the byproduct…hydrogen, it would mostly stuff that you really weren’t suppose to be around, a lot of people didn’t wanna work around the desulfurizer because it deal with a lot of different gases, and you could die…you just had to do, do the charts, and just like said, various different things in the plant itself it enabled me to get a 12 rate with a card, that meant whatever job I worked after that, I don't care if it was a lower paying job or not I got paid my same rate. And then from there they shut down the coke ovens and when they shut down the coke ovens I had to find a new home at the time we were laid off…I believe at the time, I my myself worked at UPS I was a driver til there was call back time and there was call back time I had to fight to get back for that … and end up going into what they call housekeeping. I went into housekeeping instead of taking a bid into the other part of the plants because I wanted to go into mobile equipment and housekeeping was apart of the department for mobile equipment so when they had an opening for mobile equipment I signed, and I won the bid and I started operating heavy equipment. Crane cars, Bob Cats, Pay loaders, slab haulers…tow trucks, whatever it’s just it’s just a lot of different varieties of equipment I operated. They call it rough terrain equipment. So now it’s your turn…
[4:31] I: What was your overall feeling about working at the plant? Was it good or bad…?

GF: It was good I grew up in Turner’s Station across the across the pond from sparrows point and used to watch everybody leave to go to work, you know... And working down there I said I thought this is where I’m gonna make the big money, you know. So I went there and…my father in law worked there, his brother, he had another brother, and…my husband worked there, he was a police officer, and it went just like I said, if family worked there, you could actually get a job working there. My’s was pretty good because I didn't have to stand in the line, but…I don't know it’s, it was just just being able to make the money that I needed to make in order to buy a house for my kids and myself and in order to you know, progress. And I mean there were hard times, night shifts, swing [unclear] shifts, that wasn't easy task in itself, but I became the first female dispatch operator where the dispatcher would dispatch me out to different jobs where they call for different pieces of equipment and I would take the I had the run of the whole plant I’m more like I didn't wanna go to a certain department and get stuck in one area at least in mobile equipment I got to go all over the whole entire plant taking different pieces of equipment. And…yeah…
[6:29] I: Being a woman at a plant, was it, did you find any difficulties with you know the male?

GF: Well…Naturally, we would, well… there were difficulties yes, starting out like saying in labor gang until you get everybody to starting on who you are and what you’re made of and basic what you’re gonna take and what you’re not gonna take so that's when I started getting involved with the Union and I became shop steward, been shop steward for many years, then I was civil rights, also in ‘95 I attended the first Women’s International Steel Conference that they had in Las Vegas and then that's how I got involved with Women of Steel, Mary Lorenzo at the time and myself, we were civil rights for 26-10 and then when we did that we tried to get Women of Steel up and off the ground but it didn't happen that way we tried to get both 26-9 and 26-10 in order to try and find out the information we needed. So… and it went on and there was another lady that worked, I’m trying to remember her name we worked women of steel also…it just went right out of my head. And you know just move up in the union, different jobs. I met a guy [unclear] said civil rights has always been one, also like the women of steel also I’ve done I’m trying to think I’ve been dang [unclear] trustee. I don't know what else, what you want me to say as far as that’s concerned because I mean I’ve been the first time that I’ve ever been with on an executive board and we had actually five female on the executive board, mostly it was male, so that was a great accomplishment in itself.
[8:55] I: How did you feel when the plant finally closed?

GF: Well, when the plant finally closed, I was on workmen’s comp. I’ve had five lumbar spine surgeries, and that’s how I was left with nothing, because with not having worked, I didn't have any built up credits for unemployment so right now I was really upset about it, I had planned on one day trying to go back and retire from there. But Like I said I have 33 years, and with age and years I can take what they call the rule of 85. So…but… It’s disappointing not being able to call it you know Bethlehem steel, or middle, or ISG, or any of that type stuff. And not be able to call it you know Sparrows Point…to be able to you know, like I said we developed a comradery with one another there’s a lot of us that were still you know close friends, and some of the guys, believe it or not, well mostly the guys, my department is mostly male…so...but…don’t get my to crying…ok
[10:22] I2: I also just wanna ask one question if you don’t mind. Would you mind describing or talking a little bit more about was it like growing up in Turner’s Station?

GF: Growing up in Turner Station I went to Fleming Elementary…end up going to …came down Sparrows Point and went to Brag Elementary and then from there went back to Salus Point and I graduated, well, Salus Point is when they had the change, the changeovers for us to be bussed to Dundalk, so I graduated from Dundalk Senior High School. But I still remember my fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Emily. And I am the oldest of 9, 7 my mom’s and 2 my dad’s. And we survived. You know, but I missed Day Village, Turner-- That's where I grew up day village in turner’s station. So…
[11:25] I2: Was it a close community?

GF: Yes everybody knew everybody...just…know we have offsprings that I didn't I-- I know their parents I know their uncles and stuff, but the younger ones that come along you have to give a name, and then you say like oh I know your mom I know your dad. It’s one of the thing’s, when someone passes away, they reach out tell you whose passed away and I have a couple of people who really are not family, but there, I call, I’ve been calling her since I was maybe four, Aunt Ruby. And it was Ruby Ferguson. So I’ve been calling her Aunt Ruby and I’ve got a couple other aunts that I call but… we’re not related [unclear]. I’d say growing up in Turner’s is…

[12:24] I2: Did everyone work at …I mean did the majority of the people you knew growing up work at Sparrows Point?
GF: Yes, majority. I mean some cab drivers. But I think they also supplemented their income because they worked down at the Point too. And then Florence Jones I grew up with her living in Willow Court. That's where I got interested in typing and business really. ‘Cus she was in high school and as time went on she married and then she had children, and then I watched the babies, and then and when I married myself, when Florence first started down at the Point I watched her girls and like I said that's been over thirty years ago. But Florence still lived like I said she lived in Willow Court, then we moved from Willow Court Barberry Court. Now it is called, I think its called Laylorence Court I think that's what they call it. But everyone like I said knew one another. I met Eddy and them oh I’ve known Eddy I guess.. probably about 45 years. Known him a very long time. I’ve known the family. His grandmother used to live next door to me, with his aunt, cousins, like I said its one of them things, I know his dad, and some others that I know, but that's the way it is, you know. Turner’s station is turner’s station. 
[14:06] I2: Just curious, because I know it’s just across the water from the Point, could you hear the mill and smell it?

GF: Well I went to school at Brag (laughs), so when I had to go to the elementary school at brag I had a couple friends and they’d taken me home for lunch, and went to their house and the houses you’d see all you know the red dust and you’d look around and you’d find out on certain days they’d notify them on what days they could wash put the laundry out, because if they didn't put the laundry, if they put it out on the days they weren’t supposed to they’d take the laundry and it’d be covered red dust. So you know, I could smell it you know, cus I wasn't that far. Where I believe where they have sort of like where the main office I believe, right around in that are or the police station that's where Brag was that’s how close you could see from getting on the bus you could look over and see the houses and I used to go to the dentists over there, I can’t even remember his name now, and I just called it the other day, to have dental work done..so…
[15:14] I2: Is there anything you would want to let people know about Sparrows Point?
GF: Anything I’d want them to know…

[15:22] I2: Sorry that was badly phrased, sorry, is there anything you think people should know about Sparrows point, even if it’s destroyed, the landscape changes, what lives on for you?

GF: Well the friendships that I’ve made, and the enemies. It’s been a good learning experience, with Sparrows Point, and like I said, I’m gonna miss some people going to work seeing them, and different thing s that were involved with, especially you know, with the union situation, even being a shop steward, you still developed a certain legal aid for them and then the grievous committee man [unclear] he was the high priced attorney, so but yes I am greatly gonna miss… the Point. I’m not gonna miss the Sling Shift [unclear] now. Now, I’m not gonna tell a lie about that. I’m not gonna miss the sling shift. But I will miss Bethlehem steel, and I will miss ISG, middle, you know, RSG, whichever one but I mostly recognize it as Bethlehem steel and that was Sparrows Point.

[16:46] I2: Thank you, Jessica do you have any questions? Yeah I have one, If the mill didn't close down how would you keep it’s importance alive for you know, future generations, to know about, to be knowledgeable about, about the mill, about the point. 

GF: I’m not…is there another way you can phrase that, that I can better understand it (laughs)?

[17:14] I3: Well, the point is a very important place to you right?
GF: It was.

[17:19] I3: Well if it didn’t close down, how would you preserve its importance?

GF: Well to preserve it’s importance, by everybody would have been working. And everybody you know, we would have a life, you know our incomes would be, well we wouldn't have too…you know our incomes, let me put this another way. If Sparrows Point was still Sparrows Point, we would not have the unemployment we wouldn't have people being foreclosed on, my overall thing is, for future generations, if the Sparrows Point, if it had’ve survived it would have been good as far as our children’s concerned… I can’t find the words, I really truly cant, I can’t find, it’s just that it's a loss for all of us, it’s heart wrenching not to be able to say we’re gonna get up and go to work, even particularly, even in the bad shifts, you know, as far as that, we might as well say mail people, windstorm hail, whatever the place ran 24/7 and that I will miss, and… you know like I said it’s hard to put into actual words, how I feel about it because it’s such an emotional thing at this present time. 

[19:05] I2: Thank you so much, 
GF: You’re welcome.

[19:07] I2: You did a great job!

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxGOMeMxdtU&feature=youtu.be
