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Ford Hall and the Open Forum Movement
(Presented by Arthur Meyers to the Ford Hall Forum Advisory Council and Suffolk University Staff on September 11, 2014)

I am honored to speak today at Suffolk as it brings together several strands in our nation’s history.  In 1906, Gleason Archer, a young attorney in Roxbury, began the Suffolk School of Law, a night school to “serve ambitious young men who are obliged to work for a living while studying law.”  He believed that the growing waves of immigrants should be given the educational opportunities that were then reserved for the wealthy few. 

In 1908, Mary Parker Follett of the Boston Women’s Municipal League developed the idea of using public schools in the evening as social or community centers for adult learning.  Her thinking paralleled the creation of Ford Hall Forum that year by Baptist publisher and lay leader George Coleman.  

Ford Hall and the Open Forum movement are part of a deep, wide stream in our nation’s history, which we have called “self-improvement.”  While there are many ways to view the Open Forum, the most distinctive is as adult education in a public setting.  The tradition of Americans seeking to expand their thinking as citizens, rather than for higher education, is too often overlooked in our history.  
Historian Merle Curti has written that the unique characteristic of American intellectual history is that the gulf between the learned and the common people has been less wide and deep than in the rest of the world.  
In 1710, colonists planned discussion groups on community improvement.  In 1726, they held lectures on science and nature, and in 1750 on public health.  During the Revolution, the idea grew that intellectual life must be common to all people.  In his Farewell Address, George Washington said that being informed was a necessary part of citizenship.  He called for the “diffusion of knowledge.”  

In the 19th century, the broadening of democracy brought an extraordinary growth in ideas and knowledge.  Lectures in Workingmen’s and People’s Institutes focused on self-improvement.  The Lyceum and Chautauqua lecture movements expanded the concept by bringing speakers to several thousand locations, bridging the gap between the cultural and intellectual life of urban centers and rural communities.  The Boston Lyceum in 1829 was a civic association dedicated to popular education through lectures and discussions.  
At the turn of the 20th century, the tradition continued as clubwomen studied social issues, universities developed extension courses, and social and cultural centers held debates.  

In beginning the Open Forum, George Coleman said “the crying need in this country is to get folks together.”  There can be no real democracy if people do not know each other.  Solutions to the grave problems that threaten individual, political, social and economic life will only be found in “an environment of mutual understanding and good will between the races, classes, and creeds that make up our common life.”  The problems of the nation and the world were clearly on his mind.  
He said we cannot afford to lose a day’s time if the destructive forces of modern civilization are not to overwhelm the constructive agencies.  His greatest fear was that the country will not be quick enough with a new spirit and better ways. “Revolution may blot out evolution.”

At a time of much economic distress and spiritual unrest in the nation, when people were searching for a more meaningful and equitable personal and communal life, the locally planned, non-partisan, non-sectarian Open Forum resonated across the national landscape.  

Through a network of ministers and civic leaders, he spread the model from Boston through New England and then around the nation. In religious and secular publications, and in speeches around the country, he carried the Forum model to small and large cities. A “Platform of Principles” conveyed the foundation of the movement: 

1. The complete development of democracy in America.

2. A common meeting-ground for all the people in the interest of truth and mutual understanding, and for the cultivation of community spirit.

3. The fullest and freest open public discussion of all vital questions affecting human welfare.

4. For free participation from the forum floor either by questions or discussion.

5. The freedom of forum management from responsibility for utterances by speakers from the platform or the floor.

The movement spread from Maine to California, and Michigan to Florida.  In 1926, a study recorded 195 forums in 32 states, and estimated 300 were taking place.  At Ford Hall, the audience ranged from those who traced their roots back to the Revolution to recent immigrants from Eastern Europe.  In Terre Haute, Indiana, leaders of the miners’ union were on the planning committee and came to the lectures.  In Hammond, Indiana, Jewish business owners planned and participated in the programs.  This was at a time that the state led the nation in Ku Klux Klan membership. 
Those who came to Ford Hall at the beginning were mainly factory workers, artisans and small shopkeepers, from many nationalities, with nearly as many women as men.  Half were Jewish and more than half of foreign parentage.  Many were radicals and socialists but the 1926 national study found in this heterogeneous mix a rare unity had been welded.  
The diversity of the Ford Hall audience is shown strongly in a 1923 survey.  The audience was 58% men, with 25% under 30 years of age.  A third of the participants were foreign born, and 61% had foreign parentage.  They represented 134 occupations and 37 religions, with 22% Jewish and 6% Catholic. 

In Portland, Maine, the municipal organist wrote that every citizen owes a debt of gratitude to those who are making possible the wonderfully stimulating meetings.  A leading lawyer in Portland found the principle of the Open Forum essential in carrying out the ideals of government.  
In Haverhill, Massachusetts, the Evening Gazette praised the local series.  The newspaper editorialized that the thousands who attended the Forum meetings and the hundreds who were active in the programs had “embedded it solidly in the life of the community.”  
In 1913, on the 5th anniversary of Ford Hall, 15-year-old Philip Sagerman of Cambridge, in a neatly hand-written four-page letter, said the speakers “infuse a new spirit . . . to do our share in bettering our social and economic conditions.”   He said, “My enthusiasm reaches its zenith when a forceful question is asked and the speaker is in doubt how to answer it.”  
A Boston labor leader wrote that at Ford Hall, “Jew and Christian, white and black, men and women from all walks of life mingle.”  
A young Russian Jewish immigrant, Freda Rogolsky, became a model for gauging the impact of the movement.  She said that Ford Hall could be compared to the “melting pot,” where we all come together and are brothers listening to how we may better the conditions and make this world a better place.

In 1928, on Ford Hall’s 20th anniversary, Cardinal William O’Connell said that he knew of the good work of the Forum and followed it with “great interest and attention.”  African-American scholar-activist W. E. B. Du Bois wrote that in a world of deliberate misrepresentation and intellectual muddle, the movement is “one of the few bright and reassuring spots.”  In 1968, one writer estimated that over the past 60 years, 2 million persons had attended 1,465 lectures at Ford Hall.  
In 1922, in Terre Haute, Indiana, the Congregational minister wrote that the question period was the Forum’s most important achievement.  He called it “the striking of mind upon mind – the airing of misunderstandings, challenges as to facts involved, questions that draw out and clarify the speaker’s message, the pouring of every kind of a reaction from every class into the melting pot toward the end of a fairer and better considered outlook by all.”  
He said “the audience was the most diverse group of people, of every shade of red or blue in their opinions, of every nation under the sun in their paternity.”  The enthusiasm of Boston had been transplanted to Terre Haute



Beyond this background, the Open Forum is a series of wonderful stories.  It is shown clearly in Boston.  Year after year, Mayor Curley would not allow birth control advocate Margaret Sanger to speak.  In 1929, Coleman organized a banquet at the Forum and invited her.  He sat her on a chair on the platform, and placed a gag over her mouth – while another person read her speech to the audience!  You can see a statue of her with the gag over her mouth at the Old South Meeting House.


Although Baptist leadership and funding made Ford Hall possible at the beginning, the movement was always more than non-denominational -- it was really “trans-denominational.”  At the time, dogma and practice generally kept faiths apart, especially Catholics, but this was not true in the Open Forum, locally or nationally.  For example:

· The key implementer at Ford Hall and in the national movement was Episcopalian Mary Caroline Crawford.  
· A Catholic woman social activist served on the Boston committee that selected speakers.

· The Jewish secretary of the Central Labor Union in Boston was on the planning committee and spoke at the first Ford Hall Forum.  
· A Jesuit educator sometimes served as the moderator at the lectures in Boston.  

· In Hammond, Indiana, the first speaker at the Open Forum, at Temple Beth-El, when it began in 1924, was Fr. John Augustine Ryan. He was the leader of the Catholic social justice movement in the country.  In 1906, his dissertation was published as A Living Wage; Its Ethical and Economic Aspects – current words!



The final story I want to tell you is about a woman I am very proud to have recovered.  Until now, Mary Caroline Crawford, Secretary of the Open Forum, has been lost in history.  


A Secretary in a civic or reform organization has to strongly believe in the organization’s ideals, and then implement what the founder envisioned.  You know that an organization without good management and communication – no matter the grand conception – will flounder.  



Unfortunately, Secretaries at the time (like most women) were often too busy, too tired, or not focused on their own lives, and so did not leave their stories.  This was true with Mary Crawford.  Virginia Woolf said of such women:  “She is all but absent from history.”            

I have concluded that the spread of the Forum nationally, the organization and administration of the movement, and the preservation of its records would have been impossible without Mary Crawford’s idealism, strong interpersonal relationships, and exceptional communication and organization skills.  

During her career, she wrote many books and articles.  A century ago, she called for “equal pay for equal work.”  She also wrote:  “We live in an age dominated by publicity.”  Current ideas again!  

The audience at Ford Hall was a cross-section of Boston:  shop-girls, immigrants, lawyers, doctors, teachers, authors, book-peddlers, students, settlement house workers, editors, stenographers, clerks, day laborers.  They mingled happily together as the “Ford Hall Folks.”  The word “folks” at the time connoted a more intimate, neighborly relationship than “people.”
Mary understood the ideals of the lecture movement and knew that a mix of people was needed.  She wrote about speakers from different Forums, such as one in a New Hampshire shoe factory where workers, company representatives and foremen came together to hear discussions.  Such workplace lectures resonated strongly with Crawford, “identifying the place where a man works with free speech.”

  She saw that the key to success lay in the population diversity of Boston, and that this was just as true in other cities.  She also realized that many Americans of the period were becoming free thinkers, religiously and politically, and were ready for social change.  With a similar mix of people everywhere, she wrote to Forums in other cities that they should seek the same diversity in this experiment in democracy.  

  Even after World War I, during the “Red Decade” of much intolerance, Mary Crawford maintained the open platform in Ford Hall.  She enlarged her position from Secretary to Administrator.  When we recover such Secretaries, we broaden our understanding of our country.  



What was the outcome of the Open Forum movement?  Fortunately, Ford Hall Forum continues today.  In Terre Haute, the minister left after four years to begin a long career in interfaith relations and community education.  The series did not continue.  In Hammond, the rabbi left after a few years but the series continued for 19 years under community leaders.  It stopped only during World War II, when the gasoline shortage made transportation difficult.



There are several reasons why the Open Forum was successful.  While the clergy in Terre Haute and Hammond served as the catalysts in bringing this public learning to their cities, it would have been impossible without the financial and moral support of their congregations and the wider communities, and a deep sense of civic responsibility.   

   
It also reflects a strong commitment, during a dangerous period for liberal ideas, which has been largely left out of the historical record, especially in Klan-ridden Indiana.  It is a story that awaits examination around the country for comparison and contrast.  If the impact on public learning can be found in these cities, a much wider story awaits in the several hundred other Forums that were counted in 1926. 

Ford Hall and the national movement it developed have played an important role in our national discourse.  David Mathews, President of the Kettering Foundation, which sponsors the National Issues Forums, said that when people of different religions, ethnicities, and classes were quite separated, the Open Forum movement gave them the opportunity to discuss important public issues.  He saw the National Issues Forums as a close descendant of this important movement.

I believe we can regain this informed, reflective, respectful approach. 
We can spread the principles of the Open Forum through the National Issues Forum.  In Massachusetts, the contact for the National Issues Forum is at UMass-Boston, in the Office of Public Collaboration.  This is the state office for serving government agencies and citizens as a neutral forum for conflict resolution and consensus-building.  As a public library director, I know libraries will gladly partner.
I believe the Terre Haute minister’s description of the Open Forum as “the striking of mind upon mind” can cross today’s socio-economic barriers.  It can shape local and national civic discussions.  It can engage us through electronic connections.  We don’t have to shout at each other.  
I believe we can achieve an America “to be” – as poet Archibald MacLeish wrote in 1939.  We can be what George Coleman called for a century ago – a democracy in the making.  Ford Hall and the Open Forum movement are a model for civic discourse in our time.
