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Jesse C. Teitelbaum (JT):  Well, good afternoon. 

 

The Honorable Joseph W. Battisto (JB):  Good afternoon, Jess. 

 

JT:  I am sitting here with Joseph Battisto, who served the 189th District, Monroe County, from 

1983 to 2000 as a Democrat.  Thank you for being with me today. 

 

JB:  Nice to be here, Jess. 

 

JT:  I’d like to start out by asking you about your background; tell me a little bit about your 

childhood, your education, some of your early jobs, and eventually how you got into politics. 

 

JB:  Well, first of all, I grew up in a very rural area, the Mount Pocono area in Monroe County, 

and went to a small elementary school.  It actually had grades K through eight in that school.  

And then after we left eighth grade, we had to drive 15 miles to Stroudsburg on the schoolbus.  I 

went to high school, the Stroudsburg High School, and graduated in 1949, and then did my 

undergraduate work at East Stroudsburg University and did the graduate work at the University 

of Scranton – I got a master’s in English at the University of Scranton – and then I taught for 25 

years in the Pocono Mountain School District.  While I was teaching, though, I also was mayor 

at Mount Pocono.  I ran for mayor – I actually had no intention myself to run, but a good friend 

of mine who was the mayor, Gerry Possinger, was leaving, and he said, “Joe, you ought to run,” 

he said.  So, I did; I did.  So, I actually did the job – it’s a small borough, Mount Pocono – and I 

was the mayor of Mount Pocono for 12 years while I was teaching.  I did that work like nights 

and weekends, you know, that kind of thing. 
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JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  But I enjoyed that very much.  And, of course, I was teaching until about 1981, [19]82, and 

Monroe County was just a very small, rural county for a long time, about 40 thousand people, 45 

[thousand].  But from 1970 to 1980, it grew from 45 thousand in 1970 to 69 thousand in 1980, 

the 1980 Census.   

 

JT:  Wow. 

 

JB:  Well, the new Census then indicated that for the first time, there was going to be a 

legislator, hopefully, elected wholly in the county, because a House Member serves about 60 

thousand people, give or take, as you know.  So, when that occurred the news began to break 

after the compilation of the population and people began to speculate, because there was no 

previous Representative holding the county.   

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  We were represented by people who had part of other counties and part of Monroe.  There 

was a lot of speculation about who the Republican was going to run.  Well, not too much 

speculation about the Republicans, because there was a longtime county commissioner, Nancy 

Shukaitis, for 16 years, and she sort of was anointed, you know, that kind of thing.  Everyone 

assumed she’d be the Republican nominee.  
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JT:  Right; right. 

 

JB:  But the Democratic nominee was up for grabs – up for grabs, really.  There was no longtime 

serving commissioner who was, you know, going to be anointed.  And I really had no intention 

of running because I was teaching, and I loved the job; I loved teaching.  But then people said, 

“Joe, you were mayor of Mount Pocono.  You enjoyed that.  Why don’t you run?”  I said, “Well, 

I’m a teacher,” you know, “I’m teaching.”  “No, no, no.”  Well, to bring it to the point, I just then 

thought about it.  I said, “Yeah, maybe I will.”  You know, I enjoyed being mayor; I enjoyed the 

work; I enjoyed the activity of being able to get things done.  And so, I ran for the new seat in 

1982.  I was against the incumbent county commissioner, who was highly favored to win, highly 

favored to win.  But it so happens, we had a very good ground game, and we won that election – 

a real upset.  Everyone talked about the upset, because it really was a considerable upset.  And I 

served, of course, from [19]83 to 2000. 

 

JT:  Correct. 

 

JB:  So, my background really is in education, and then, of course, I gravitated to the Legislature 

as a result of having been the mayor, and then it became a natural thing to really want to do more 

legislative work. 

 

JT:  Did you come from a political family or were you the first one? 
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JB:  Not a real political family, but, but, my mother and father, God rest their souls, they went to 

their grave never having missed an election; never.   

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  They voted in all.  So, we talked politics, but, you know, we never were really a political 

family, other than the fact we talked politics a lot.  And they always put a great value on voting, 

my mother and father, always, and so we all voted all the time.  In fact, our entire family – I have 

talked to Paul about this – my mother and father, of course my sisters and my brothers, none of 

us ever missed an election, ever.  Nobody in our family ever missed an election.  So, you know, 

that’s kind of our interest in politics. 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  Yeah; yeah. 

 

JT:  What would you say were your influences in you becoming a Democrat? 

 

JB:  Well, I guess more of a family kind of thing.  My parents were both Democrats, and I 

always had a – I sort of always liked helping people.  Even when I was a mayor, I enjoyed that 

kind of thing.  Of course, I was a Democrat before then, but I guess even when I was in school, 

in school, we didn’t really discuss much politics, but there were some – in Stroudsburg, for 
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example, Stroudsburg had part of a community where there were wealthy people, and they were 

clearly Republicans, you know, and I saw a contrast between what they said and what I thought. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  So, I think I sort of, when I became older, of course I came from a Democratic family, but I 

just sort of myself felt more attuned to the Democratic principles. 

 

JT:  Sure; yeah.  Do you remember your first campaign when entering the State House, and how 

different was it from when you ran for mayor? 

 

JB:  Well, the first campaign when I ran for the House was really a very, very, very spirited 

campaign. 

 

JT:  Really. 

 

JB:  See, because, as I said, the Republican nominee, she was anointed, anointed.  I wasn’t 

anointed, so I had a primary fight; a professor from East Stroudsburg University ran against me, 

but I beat him quite decisively two to one.  But starting just in the spring, we had debates; he and 

I had debates.  From that point until then after I defeated him, Nancy and I had debates.  We 

made 32 appearances – we counted them – 32 different, on the stage, debating from the spring to 

– in fact, the Saturday before the election on Tuesday, Nancy and I had a debate still, because 

everybody, because of the interest in this race, every organization wanted to have a debate, like 

6 
 



the ladies of this group, the League of Women Voters, this group, and so we had a tremendous 

number.  That was an exhausting campaign, because of all those debates.  I was still teaching.  I 

taught every day, and I made it very clear that I would never miss a day teaching, and I didn’t.  

So, I taught all day and did campaigning at night, debating and so forth.  It was a very 

exhausting— 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  —long campaign; yeah. 

 

JT:  You went door-to-door? 

 

JB:  Door-to-door, absolutely, I went door-to-door.  Yeah. 

 

JT:  Would you say that the campaigning got easier with every session? 

 

JB:  Oh, absolutely easier, absolutely easier.  In fact, there were three, at least two, I think three 

times, I was unopposed. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  So, that was very easy.  So yeah, the campaign got much easier; yeah. 
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JT:  And you had a lot of help? 

 

JB:  A lot of – I had a very good organization.  In fact, I had two sisters who are just, many a 

politician along the way would say to me, “Well, I wish I had your two sisters.”  There were 

outstanding.  I mean, they just were outstanding.  They were organizers.  One is, my sister Gen’s 

a math teacher, and my sister Mary is a nurse.  They’re organized to the nth degree, and they ran 

campaigns.  We had a committee always of about 12 or 15 people on the committee, but those 

two did all the work, really outstanding. 

 

JT:  Good for them. 

 

JB:  Yeah; yeah. 

 

JT:  You touched briefly on the district, the 189th in Monroe County. 

 

JB:  Yeah; right. 

 

JT:  Can you go into a little bit more detail for me?  It covers the entire county of Monroe, 

correct? 

 

JB:  The district?  No.  My district— 

 

JT:  The District 189. 
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JB:  My district covered 16 of the 20 municipalities; 16. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  In fact, when it was configured, it was configured after the, naturally, 1980-1981 Census, 

[19]81, when they redrew the lines.  The part of the county that was not, that was Democratic, 

was kept out, because the district is Republican, had a Republican majority always when I was 

running, always, from the beginning.  That’s why, you know, Nancy was favored, highly favored 

to win, besides the fact she was very popular.   

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  Also, the district was Republican.  The four municipalities in the west end had a Democratic 

majority; they were cut out.  It was the 16 others, and that 16 had a Republican majority. 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  Yeah. 

 

JT:  What type of people were in the 189th, and what types of issues were important to them? 
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JB:  Well, actually, the issues really, at the beginning, the big issues at the beginning were 

environmental issues, because everybody loved the rural part of Monroe County.  It was a rural 

area, so the environment was always a very, very important issue.  And besides the environment, 

of course, after then, the whole issue of property taxes.  Because, see, what happened, Jess, as I 

said, the population was 45 thousand in 1970, 69 thousand in 1980, which brought about this 

new district. 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  But then from 1980 to 1990, in 1990 the new Census went to 95 thousand; the 1990 to 2000 

Census, 138 thousand.  So, you see how it grew dramatically? 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  Then the issue became property taxes, property taxes.  Because before, our property taxes 

were very manageable; like in the [19]70s and [19]80s, no one worried about property taxes 

because, as I said, it’s a rural area, a vacation area, and many people had, like, second homes – 

had their primary homes in a city of New Jersey, New York, or even Philadelphia – and all those 

second homes were uninhabited during a good part of the year.  They didn’t send any children to 

schools, but they paid property taxes.  So, we had, at one time, the districts in Monroe County, 

like the district where I taught, the Pocono Mountain School District, was one of the richest 

districts in the State, when you calculate the revenue that comes into the district divided by the 

number of students, we had several money per pupil.  We were like the third.  Like, Lower 
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Merion, districts like that, were very wealthy, but we were like four or five in this whole State at 

that time. 

 

JT:  Wow. 

 

JB:  But then a cascade of people began getting, you know, in the mid-[19]80s and [19]90s, and 

so all these homes that were before second homes became primary homes, and new children. 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  So, property taxes went up tremendously compared. 

 

JT:  Wow. 

 

JB:  We built – Jess, I don’t remember now, but I mentioned it one time here – and a lot of guys 

said to me, “What?”  Because we built, during my time in the Legislature, probably 20 new 

schools, 20 new school buildings, elementary, secondary, you know, and so forth, and I talked to 

another legislator and he said, “What?  You’re building new schools?  We’re closing schools,” 

you know.  So, that’s the thing.  I mean, property tax reform, the whole idea of property taxes, 

doing something about that, escalating taxes became a major, major issue.  As I said, the 

environment was always an issue, but property tax issues were always paramount after that.  

Yeah. 
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JT:  Wow.  Did you have a district office? 

 

JB:  Yes, I did.  I had it right in the middle of the district in Tannersville, Pennsylvania.  Yeah. 

 

JT:  Okay.  Visited a lot, would you say? 

 

JB:  What? 

 

JT:  Was your office visited a lot during that time you were there? 

 

JB:  Oh, my God; oh, my God.  I had three people working there, and it was just incredible.  

Again, the thing is, because there was never a Legislator in this county, if somebody, for 

example; Ray Musto [Raphael Musto; State Representative, Lackawanna, Luzerne and Monroe 

Counties, 1971-1980; United States Congress, 1980; State Senator, 1983-2010] had part of the 

county at one time, Tommy Tigue [Thomas; State Representative, Lackawanna, Luzerne and 

Monroe Counties, 1981-2006] had part of the county, and, you know, their offices were always 

in Pittston or someplace.  For the first time we had a Legislator with offices right in the center of 

the county.  I had a tremendously busy office, very busy.  Yeah; yeah. 

 

JT:  Good.  Your first impressions of the Capitol, Swearing-In, was it overwhelming or had you 

been there before? 
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JB:  I had been there once.  I had been there once before with a school group.  And I was always 

impressed when I walked in the Rotunda, I must say that.  The first time I was ever in the 

Rotunda, I was in awe, in awe of this place, yeah, these beautiful steps, and so yeah, yeah.  So, 

when I came here as a Legislator, I knew, but still, people would come down, students would 

come down, and then sometimes adults would come down with their families, and they were 

always in awe.  I’d take them around the Rotunda and around and up to the Floor of the House; 

everybody who came just was in awe.  And people who had been at other Capitols, like, around 

the country, from Kentucky to the Midwest, they said they had never seen a Capitol as beautiful 

as this Capitol.  Yeah. 

 

JT:  Oh, I’m sure.  Your first couple of terms in office, did you have your own office or did you 

share with another Member? 

 

JB:  At first, Keith McCall [State Representative, Carbon, Luzerne and Monroe Counties, 1983-

2010].  Keith McCall and I shared an office upstairs, way, way upstairs in, what, the sixth floor I 

guess up there?  Yeah, Keith and I did for the first year.  After that, I had my own office. 

 

JT:  Okay.  Would you say that there was anyone that was here that you saw as a mentor? 

 

JB:  Tommy Tigue – Tommy Tigue and Joe Wargo [Joseph; State Representative, Lackawanna 

and Wayne Counties, 1949-1984].  When I came here, I didn’t want to sit in the middle, because 

Joe Wargo was like the Secretary of the caucus, I guess, and he said – and I had met Joe when I 

was mayor of Mount Pocono; I spoke at Tobyhanna Army Depot, and Joe was a veteran, of 
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course, and I had met him, you know, before I got here, so he knew me and I knew him, not well, 

but, I mean – so, I got here and Joe said to me, “Hey, Joe, where do you want to sit?”  I said, “I 

don’t want to sit in the middle.  I want to sit somewhere where I can get in and out quickly,” 

because I’m the kind of guy who likes to do his work until the last minute and run to the Floor, 

you know.  He said, “I’ll give you the second best seat, the one next to me,” because he sat in the 

end, so I sat next to him.  So, Joe was like a mentor, Joe Wargo, and Tommy Tigue. 

 

JT:  Are you still in touch with them? 

 

JB:  Yeah, Tommy I am.  Tommy, yeah. 

 

JT:  Good.  How was the camaraderie?  Did you have a lot of interaction, especially with 

Members across the aisle, after hours? 

 

JB:  Yeah.  The camaraderie at the beginning and for a long time, until a certain point, was very 

good.  I had a lot of friends, like, you know, as I said, my two mentors.  But then, I became 

friends with some guys from the western part of the State, Nick Colafella [Nicholas; State 

Representative, Beaver County, 1981-2002] and guys like John Wozniak [State Representative, 

Cambria County, 1981-1996; State Senator, 1996-present], who was in the House at first, and a 

lot of other people; Vic Lescovitz [Victor; State Representative, Allegheny, Beaver and 

Washington Counties, 1979-2006], and from Centre County Lynn Herman [State Representative, 

Centre and Clearfield Counties, 1983-2006] on the other side of the aisle.  You know, I was very 

impressed by the collegiality among both sides, both sides, but that just sort of waned after a 
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while.  Yeah, that’s the one thing I saw changing in the House, just before I left.  I was saying, 

you know, the collegiality was tremendous for a long time, and I attribute it to leadership, a 

change in leadership.   

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  That’s what I attribute it to; yeah. 

 

JT:  I was going to ask, why do you think that was? 

 

JB:  Yeah; I attribute it to a change in leadership.  I say, and I’m in the process of writing an 

article about this, I say I served in a certain golden age as far as leadership.  I served – not the 

entire period, though.  Part of the time when I was there, Leroy Irvis [K. Leroy Irvis; State 

Representative, Allegheny County, 1959-1988; Speaker of the House, 1977-1978, 1983-1988] 

was the Speaker. 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  Jim Manderino [James J. Manderino; State Representative, Westmoreland County, 1967-

1989; Speaker of the House, 1989] was the Democratic Leader, and Matt Ryan [Matthew J. 

Ryan; State Representative, Delaware County, 1965-2003; Speaker of the House, 1981-1982, 

1995-2003] was the Republican Leader; three competent, very good people.  Then behind them, 

though, behind Jim Manderino, second in charge was Bob O’Donnell [Robert W. O’Donnell; 
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State Representative, Philadelphia County, 1974-1993; Speaker of the House, 1990-1992], and 

behind Matt Ryan was Sam Hayes [Samuel E. Hayes, Jr.; State Representative, Blair, Centre and 

Huntingdon Counties, 1971-1992; Secretary, Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture, 1997-

2003], a former chief.  So, those five were outstanding leaders.  They put the integrity of the 

institution above everything.  They maintained a certain decorum.  Even, they reached into 

campaigns.  The kind of personal, mean-spirited campaign that you saw in the last part of the 

[19]90s, 1990 and extending now, never existed when Jim Manderino was there and Matt Ryan, 

because they oversaw the entire operation, in the House and outside of the House, see?  And then 

during that period there was a tremendous spirit among Members.  But once that kind of 

leadership began to break down, the House became, I’d say, in a way, oh, sort of undisciplined. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  And the collegiality that existed sort of almost vanished, almost vanished.   

 

JT:  How was being a freshman in the House?  Do you have some recollections or first 

impressions? 

 

JB:  Yes, I do; yes, I do.  Yeah.  When I was a freshman, like I said, when I first got here, well, 

the one thing, one sort of, I’d say, somewhat of an advantage is, serving as mayor, at least I had 

an idea of how to work with – you know, I was the Mayor and I had a borough council, so I 

worked with them.  And as I said, I taught for 25 years, so I worked with people.  I came here, I 

came here at the age of 50 years; I was 50 when I was elected.  So that, I had enough 
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background, but I did say this to various people:  I said, no matter how much you know, your 

first year there, everything is new from the standpoint of just to find your way around, just 

physically find your way around, and to understand what a caucus is, how to work in your 

caucus, how to work on the Floor.  So, the first year was a tremendous learning period; in fact, 

the first two years really – your first term really.  After the first term, you gained confidence. 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  After the first year, you begin to gain confidence, because once you just get to understand 

the physical surroundings, you know?  But after the first year, then I gained a lot of confidence.  

And I enjoyed – people say to me today, “Do you miss it, Joe?”  I say, “I miss it greatly.”  I miss 

the work; I loved the work.  I enjoyed the work immensely; the debate, the work, the getting 

things done, using your clout here to get big projects done in your district, you know?  That I 

enjoyed.  The campaigning, I didn’t like, Jess.  I didn’t like the campaigning.  I didn’t like – in 

fact, my sisters, these great sisters of mine who were so good, the one sister said to me, “Joe, 

you’re a little arrogant about this.”  Because what I used to say is, I’m doing the work; I don’t 

have time to do some of this campaigning, to go to these spaghetti dinners, and I said, “I’m too 

busy, Mary.”  She said, “Well, Joe, you have to get elected.”  I said, “I understand that,” but, you 

know.  So, I never really cared for campaigning.  And any politician will tell you, well, you 

won’t believe this maybe, but I didn’t like parades at all.  I didn’t like spending all my time in 

parades.  I just didn’t, but I loved the work. 

 

JT:  Everybody wanted to see you, though. 
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JB:  Yeah; I know that.  But I loved the work.  The work I liked.  Tomorrow I would go and do 

the work. 

 

JT:  Right; right.  During the time that you were in the House, you served on quite a few 

committees.  Education –  

 

JB:  Education, Appropriations, Transportation. 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  I was Democratic Chairman of Transportation for a term, you know. 

 

JT:  Right; right.  Did you have a favorite committee that you worked on? 

 

JB:  Yes.  I’ve got to say that, well, naturally everybody would maybe say Appropriations.  You 

enjoyed that because you had a little – but Transportation. 

 

JT:  Really? 

 

JB:  Because, you know, that’s such a major part of any district, the issue of roads, highways, 

getting things done.  So, I enjoyed that, because by virtue of being the Chairman, I was also on 

the State Transportation Commission –  
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JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  – and we evaluated projects throughout the entire State.  I enjoyed that very much.  In fact, 

after, let’s see, whatever year that was, 1996, I guess it was, I had my choice, because I was on 

the Education Committee for about 12 or 14 years, and I enjoyed that very much, the Education 

Committee.  As a past educator, I enjoyed it.   

 

JT:  Yes. 

 

JB:  Now, in the Education Committee you dealt with policy, education policy, which I enjoyed, 

but, you know, policy is an abstract thing, whereas highways are concrete, you know, and I 

enjoyed getting things done.  For example, just this past month or two a highway project that I 

initiated in 1990 when I brought Howard Yerusalim, the Secretary of Transportation, to Monroe 

County, a bypass that was to be built around a crowded intersection, was just completed a month 

ago or two, and one of the Legislators here now – a Republican, by the way – introduced a bill to 

name that after me, because I got it started and I got funding for it and so forth.  But those things 

I liked, to see things done, highway traffic problems solved, you know?  They’re physical.  So 

the point is, at that point in [19]96, I had my choice between being Chairman of the Education 

Committee or Transportation. 

 

JT:  Okay. 
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JB:  And people were shocked that I took Transportation over Education because I was an ex-

educator.  “I loved education,” I said, “but I want to be able to get physical things done,” you 

know?  That’s why I enjoyed Transportation. 

 

JT:  When you first started, did you have a say in what committees you wanted to serve on or 

were you appointed?  

 

JB:  We had a choice.  We had a chance to list our choices. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  And at the beginning, my first time, I got Education, I got that.  I put Education.  Naturally 

you always put Appropriations, but I didn’t get that the first time.  But I did get, I got two of the 

choices: I got Education and State Government, both that I chose.  And I was put on Game and 

Fisheries, too, because they needed somebody.  I’m not crazy about that, because I don’t hunt, I 

don’t fish.  Nothing against anybody that does, but, you know. 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  But I got off that rather quickly. 

 

JT:  Would you say that a lot of work was done through the committees as opposed to session 

days on the Floor? 
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JB:  Oh, yes, a lot of work; we did a lot of work in committee, in both Education and 

Transportation, yes.  They were very active committees, both of them, Transportation and 

Education.  

 

JT:  Okay.  Did you have a lot of issues that you brought up?  Would you say that they were 

constituent based or did you have a lot of personal issues that came into what types of legislation 

that you were proposing? 

 

JB:  A lot of those were constituent initiated; yeah. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  For example, a lady came to my office one day and she said she and her husband had just 

bought two new hearing aids, and they didn’t fit, or they didn’t work rather.  I guess they didn’t 

work.  So, they had them for about a week or so and they kept fooling around with them, that the 

person they bought them from said, well, do this or do that.  The fact is, after two weeks, neither 

of them really used the hearing aids they bought.  They came to me because they took them back 

and the man said, “You know, you had them for two weeks.  I can’t give you your money back 

for these.  They’re already used.”  So, they came to me and I said, “Well,” I said, “I’ll see what I 

can do.”  So what I did, though, I eventually got them their money back, but before that I said, 

you know, buying a hearing aid is different from buying a cup or a, you know, a hearing aid is 

something that fits in your ear, and no two people are the same, sensitivities are different, and, 
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you know, you ought to be able to keep these a while and try them on.  There ought to be some 

kind of a trial period.  So, I looked into other States and I found that New Jersey and a couple of 

the States had legislation dealing with hearing aids.  Yeah; I found that. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  So, I introduced a bill, and which passed and became law, that said that anybody purchasing 

a new hearing aid gets a 30-day written guarantee of use.  So, they have 30 days; if it doesn’t 

work and they take it back within 30 days, they get, you know, they get a refund, money minus 

whatever charge, the basic charges there are for handling or so forth.  Yeah.  Things like that 

happened.  A major piece, well, as far as the world is concerned, not really major, but it was 

major in Monroe County; in 1988, Monroe County did a reassessment of properties.  And 

because, again, of the increase in population, the values of properties escalated considerably, you 

know?  And the commissioners found out that properties that were assessed, you know, 30, 40 

years ago still had the same assessment, yet the values had gone up astronomically.  And the 

counties don’t like doing this.  First of all, that’s not popular to reassess properties. 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  Secondly, it gets expensive, too. 

 

JT:  Yeah. 
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JB:  But they did them in 1988, the commissioners, because they just had to; homes that had a 

50 thousand dollar market value were going up to 200 thousand over a couple of years, you 

know?  They did an industry assessment in 1988, and then of course, new tax bills were sent out 

with the increase, the new market value and the new assessment, so that if you had a 100 

thousand dollar home – and of course the predetermined assessment was 25 percent of market 

value – so, if you had a home that was valued at 100 thousand, it should have been assessed at 25 

thousand, if it was the true predetermined ratio.  But when the new bills went out, they naturally, 

this 100 thousand dollar home became a 200 thousand dollar home, so it no longer assessed at 25 

thousand; it assessed at 50 thousand. 

 

JT:  Oh boy. 

 

JB:  You’re paying taxes based on that, ideally, at 25 percent. 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  And so, the new bills went out, and as they went out, a couple of lawyers in town who 

themselves had real property themselves and had clients who had property, they knew the law 

with respect to the assessment, and these lawyers realized that there is a State Agency called the 

State Tax Equalization Board. 

 

JT:  Yes. 
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JB:  And they gather statistics from all the counties in the State, and they know the market value 

of the properties and they know what properties assess at, and they’re the ones, they determine 

what’s called a common level ratio, which is actually the ratio between the market value of 

properties in that county and what they’re really assessed at.  So, whereas in Monroe County the 

predetermined ratio was 25 percent, the actual common level ratio was only about 12 or 10 

percent, because of the trends. 

 

JT:  Oh boy. 

 

JB:  But the fact is, the State Tax Equalization Board that does this, it takes them two years to 

gather these statistics.  So, when Monroe County did the reassessment in 1988 and sent out these 

new tax bills with the new market value and the new assessment, these lawyers determined that 

they were going to have them and their clients, come 1989, they were going to appeal all their 

assessments, because they knew that the new, we call it STEB, the State Tax Equalization Board, 

they knew that their figures in 1989 were going to be the same, because it took two years, so that 

the common level ratio would appear as the old common level ratio, and the law says – and they 

knew this – the law says that if the common level ratio deviates more than 15 percent from the 

previous ratio, if it deviates more than 15 percent, you use the lower figure to compute taxes. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  So, I got a call, and I’ll never forget it, in the middle of June in 1988 from the county 

commissioners.  They were all, they were crazy, because they found out that all their 
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assessments, all their new bills, were going to be appealed and that the appeals would actually 

work— 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  —because the old common level ratio was going to be reported by STEB.  So, they asked 

me to try to do something about it, and all I could do is change the State Assessment Law in 

some way. 

 

JT:  Yeah. 

 

JB:  And so, I’ll never forget it, the lawyer for the county was there, the solicitor and a tax expert 

was there, and they indicated the problem. They told me the problem.  I had never worked with 

the Assessment Law.  We work with all kinds of laws here, with the Crimes Code and other laws 

daily, transportation matters, but assessment laws or assessment matters aren’t dealt with very 

often.  So anyway, I went and talked to the Legislative Reference Bureau.  We introduced a bill 

which said that this idea that if there’s a deviation of more than 15 percent between a common 

level ratio and the predetermined ratio, the year after a reassessment, that wouldn’t apply.  That 

would not apply that year.  So, I introduced that bill, I’ll never forget, on my birthday, June 27 of 

[19]88.  Now, you know, Jess, that most of every session, if 10 or 15 percent of the things 

introduced become law, that’s a lot.  The only thing that’s ever guaranteed is the budget, and 

sometimes that’s very late; that’s very late. 
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JT:  That’s true; that’s true. 

 

JB:  Yes.  So, you know, I introduced this bill on June 27 of 1988 to change the Assessment 

Law, and of course we were going out of session right then for the summer.  And it went to the 

Local Government Committee, and in September of [19]88, I was able to tell the chairman that 

worked on the bill, that we got it out of committee.  So, Jim Manderino was the Speaker, and I 

went to Jim and I said, “Jim, we have to run this bill.”  Luckily, you know, Jim and I, we weren’t 

personal friends, but I respected him and I think he had some respect for me.  So he said, “I’ll 

run the bill at a given time, Joe.  I’ll let you know.”  So, he ran the bill, because this thing had to 

become law before November 30 to become law. 

 

JT:  Right; right. 

 

JB:  That was an election year even.  So, we ran the bill in, I guess early October.  It went to the 

Senate then, went to the Senate, and the Chairman of the Senate Local Government Committee 

called me up and said, “Joe,” he said, “would you come here to our meeting?”  He said, “Our 

staff guys understand this, but not many people really.  If I bring this up in the committee, we’re 

going to have a lot of problems with this.   No one really – would you come and tell the story 

about this?”  That was an unusual day.  I went to the Senate Local Government Committee 

meeting and I explained the background of the law, what it was going to do, and it came out of 

committee there.  And fortunately, Joe Loeper [F. Joseph Loeper, Jr.; State Senator, Delaware 

County, 1979-2000] was the Majority Leader of the Senate, and I got to know Joe quite well.  I 

worked with him on a piece of legislation, and he thanked me for the work I had done before.  So 
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they ran the bill, and Governor Casey signed it into law in November of 1988, and of course then 

what that did was that prevented the appeals, because those appeals all would have been 

successful; they all would have been successful. 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  And the county budget then would have been dramatically decimated because they based 

everything upon the new assessment, see?  So that’s a long story, I realize, but that’s something 

that, that’s the way legislation sometimes develops. 

 

JT:  Sure.   

 

JB:  And the point I made on the Floor of the House was, no one else on the Floor of the House, 

you know, had this experience, so I said, “Look it, this is for Monroe County this time, but guess 

what?  Any of you in any county that does a reassessment, this will help you, too, in the future,” 

because, you know, that deviation of 15 percent doesn’t apply the year after a reassessment 

because the STEB figures take two years to materialize. 

 

JT:  Oh boy.  One of the other issues that, doing some research, that became important to you 

was gambling and gaming and— 

 

JB:  Oh, yeah.  I was involved in that— 
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JT:  Right.  Tell me about that. 

 

JB:  —from day one, from day one, from day one.  Because, in 1983, the Vacation Bureau, Joe 

Lashinger [Joseph A. Lashinger, Jr.; State Representative, Montgomery County, 1978-1990] and 

– well, two; who was the Republican and who was the Democrat? – introduced a bill to legalize 

casino gambling in all resorts that had 100 rooms or more.  Joe Lashinger and – I’ll think of it in 

a minute – anyway, they introduced a bill, and they had a press conference in the Poconos, at a 

hotel in the Poconos, saying that they were introducing this bill to – what it would have resulted 

in, it would have allowed casino gambling in about six, five or six or so resorts in the Poconos.  

And so, I heard about it.  Somebody called me up from here and told me that they were going to 

have a press conference in my district, and I had just been elected then.  This was like 

November, I think of [19]83, somewhere thereabouts. Anyway, I went to the press conference 

and I listened to the presentation, and so then the press was there and they asked me, “What do 

you think?”  I said, “Well, what do I think?”  I said, “I’m going to oppose this vehemently.”  I 

said, “First of all,” I said, “I resent the fact that they would do this without letting me know 

anything about it.”  That is, the people who were –  

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  “And secondly, I don’t like the idea.”  That’s more important.  So, I became – from that 

day, there were I don’t know how many bills just were introduced to legalize gambling in the 

Poconos, to legalize slot machines at all bars.  So, I was involved from [19]83, on a regular basis, 

from [19]83 through, pretty much through the [19]80s, and then it began to wane after that.  But 
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I spoke at I don’t know how many different places, even like in this area, various groups had me 

who began to oppose casino gambling.  A couple of ministers somewhere in Linglestown and so 

forth, I spoke at their gatherings.  We had numerous debates, and of course many times on the 

Floor of the House.  I became the anti-gambling leader, pretty much.  And then I befriended Paul 

Clymer [State Representative, Bucks County, 1981-present] on the other side.  Paul was their 

Republican who also opposed it, and we two, both of us, were the ones who spoke against 

legalizing casino gambling in hotels all over the State. 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  And it went on and on for a long time.  In fact, as I said, and I’ve said this very often, I said, 

you know, I spent a good number of years, there were things I wanted to do, I wanted to take the 

initiative to do, but I couldn’t do certain things because I was opposing gambling.  There were so 

many bills, a flurry of bills there for about four or five years after this initial bill by Lashinger –

and David Sweet [State Representative, Washington County, 1977-1988]. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  David Sweet and Joe Lashinger.  David Sweet was the Democrat and Joe Lashinger.  They 

had two very capable people.  David Sweet is very capable, and Joe, too.  So naturally, they 

chose two people with great credibility to introduce this bill.  And, you know, it never became 

law, of course. 
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JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  So, I spent a lot of time on that issue, much time; yeah. 

 

JT:  Do you have an opinion on the growth of casinos and gambling in Pennsylvania today? 

 

JB:  Well, the thing about today, if it has to happen, and again, it has nothing to do with morality 

with me.   

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  Nothing to do with it.  In fact, I got up on the Floor and said this.  I said, “Look it, it has 

nothing to do with morality; it has all to do with economics.”  They were selling it as an 

economic development tool, and I don’t see it as an economic development tool.  I would use the 

example of Atlantic City; yeah, those hotels that are there – and by the way, they’re having 

problems today because of the proliferation of gambling around the country, at one time in only 

one place, Las Vegas, then two, New Jersey.  Now how many?  I don’t know how many – so, my 

point was, don’t try to sell it as an economic development tool.  They purposely make these 

places self-contained; they want people to stay there. 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  These institutions, that is; the building. 
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JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  They wanted people to stay there, and so that’s fine if you want that.  But, don’t try to tell 

me that it will be good for economic development in the area, because it’s not, and that was my 

argument all the time. 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  And to have many of them I thought was just detrimental to an area, really, because there 

are social issues, too, and I didn’t want to moralize about that, but there are some definite social 

issues.  But today, there’s a limitation.  I mean, I don’t necessarily applaud it; I’m not happy.  

I’m not sad.  I mean, I’m not, because, frankly, there’s only about – what? – 12 or 15 around the 

State or so.  And frankly, there’s one right that would have been in my district still, not more 

than three miles from my house, by the way; Mount Airy. 

 

JT:  Wow; yes.  Yeah. 

 

JB:  But there’s a beautiful golf course surrounding it.  The building is beautiful.  So, I mean, 

I’m not crusading against that, because it’s a hotel.  It’s a hotel with some kind of entertainment 

is what it is.  That’s what it is. 

 

JT:  Right. 
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JB:  And to have five or 12 of these around the State, I have no real objection to. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  But don’t try to sell me that you can put them all over this State and sell it as an economic 

development tool, because it’s not. 

 

JT:  Right.  Was there a certain piece of legislation that you sponsored during your time here 

that you were most proud of? 

 

JB:  Well, let’s see.  Oh, probably, probably the – yeah.  Leroy Irvis was the author of the 

Human Relations Commission legislation in the [19]60s, or whenever he did it, right? 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  And every ten years it has to be renewed, and every time it has been renewed over the past, 

I hear, there has always been an awful lot of debate and an awful lot of argument over it, about, 

you know, some of the more right-wing people want to take – in fact, a lot of people opposed it, 

the fact that we had in the first place, a Human Relations Commission –  

 

JT:  Sure. 
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JB:  – and a law that supports it.  So, I was on the State Government Committee in 1990, I guess 

it was, when it came up for renewal in [19]90; yep.  And I then chaired a committee of – I wasn’t 

chairman of the State Government Committee – but then the chairman asked me to chair a group 

of five people – we were in the majority, so three Democrats and two Republicans – to take the 

proposed new piece of legislation and to look at it, to discuss it, and to see whether we could do 

this in a small subcommittee first— 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  – and then bring it back to the full committee, but to spend time.  So, I had about at least six 

or seven meetings and invited members of the Human Relations Commission to our meetings.  

So we had five Legislators, the Human Relations Commission there, and I guess that’s it, and we 

went over almost line – not quite line, but almost line for line – of the proposed revisions, you 

know, a few revisions to it, but the law itself with the revisions.  And I gave everybody an 

opportunity; there were three Democrats, but the Republicans, we all had to agree, I insisted we 

all agree on the changes, and then I reported to our chairman, and I said, “This is what we have.”  

And then the committee members then as a whole adopted, without any debate, without any – 

and then they brought it to the Floor of the House, and I explained what we had done and it 

passed just like that.    

 

JT:  Wow. 
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JB:  They say it was the first time ever that a Human Relations Commission bill passed that way 

without any opposition, without any great debate.  Bu,  I think it was the result of the fact the 

way I did it, you know? 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  I was very proud of that fact that we got the bill renewed, made a few changes, and 

everybody supported it.  

 

JT:  That’s a great result.  However, did you ever find the legislative process to be frustrating at 

times? 

 

JB:  Yes, I did.  Yes, I did.  Yes, I did.  For example, this issue of those property taxes.  You 

know, as I said, it became a great issue toward the end of the [19]80s, well, through the [19]90s, 

it became a tremendous issue, up into 2000.  And I always felt there were those legislators, today 

even, who want to eliminate property taxes.  I think that’s crazy, crazy.  There are two basic 

ways to fund schools: through property taxes and income taxes.  And, you know, if you take one 

away, you put too much on the other, but a balance, a sensible balance, I think is important.  So, I 

never, ever wanted to eliminate property taxes, but I want to see them reduced and I wanted to 

see part of the State income tax dedicated, dedicated, to reducing property taxes. 

 

JT:  Okay. 
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JB:  So, I tried to do that.  I tried to do that in [19]99.  Well, I tried to do it before that, but in 

[19]99 I finally, I forget what the bill was, but I offered it, because the Republicans were in 

control, they wouldn’t let the bill out of committee, so I offered it as an amendment on the Floor 

of the House.  My bill was on amendment.  Essentially what it did, it would have earmarked, I 

think, a tenth or two-tenths of a percent of the personal income tax to reduce property taxes, and 

I offered it as an amendment.  When it came to the Floor of the House, John Perzel [State 

Representative, Philadelphia County, 1979-2010; Speaker of the House, 2003-2006] had a 

special caucus for the Members and told them not to vote for that, not to vote for it.  Well, two 

Republicans were brave enough to vote for it, but the fact is, it lost by four votes.  It lost by four 

votes, because we were in the minority. 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  It lost by four votes, and that was always a frustrating – in fact, I never was able to do that, 

because today, that would not have solved the problems greatly.  I’m not saying that would – but 

it would have begun to earmark, and that’s what has to be done, earmark a certain amount of 

money for reducing property taxes each year, and of course I never was able to do that.  And no 

one has ever – the issue has never really been dealt with.  It has never been dealt with, never, 

because people try to introduce bills to eliminate them, and that’s crazy.   And then there was 

another bill to reduce it by 75 percent; that’s crazy.  But to reduce property taxes a little bit, 20 

percent, 10 percent, by, you know, dedicating part of a State tax or increasing half a percent sales 

tax, something like that – that, I think, is a sensible thing to do, but they never were able to 

accomplish that, though, never. 
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JT:  What are your thoughts on the budget process? 

 

JB:  Well, you know, I think the budget process really, I think, needs really to be a work done 

greatly.  I mean, every budget I ever worked on took too long, and the rank and file never got to 

really know what was going on. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  I think the budget process, just as I just said a little while ago with respect to the way I 

worked on – now, that was much smaller than the budget.  I’m talking about the Human 

Relations bill – but that’s the way, the budget should be dealt with in committee and public 

meetings over a period of time, just a period of time, segment by segment.  For example, the 

education budget is a whole thing, but education, welfare, and all the other aspects of the budget, 

major aspects, should be dealt with in committee for over a period of time, in committee, and 

hammered out in committee, and then it should be taken back to each caucus really, each caucus.  

Now, that will take time, but what we do now, what we’ve done and I’m sure the same thing is 

going on, the budget is passed out of the Appropriations Committee quickly, like quickly, and 

then hundreds of amendments are offered on the Floor of the House.  When hundreds of 

amendments are offered on the Floor of the House, no one knows the effect those amendments 

are going to have.  So, the process is unwieldy, and it has never been changed.  But I always said 

this:  It should be dealt with, segment, each budget broken down into various segments, big 
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segments like welfare, education, and transportation and so forth, and thoroughly discussed and 

thoroughly examined as a whole before it ever leaves the Appropriations Committee. 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  So, that when it comes back to the Floor of the House, it should be thoroughly worked on, 

but that’s not the way it is. 

 

JT:  Do you think being a Member of the Appropriations Committee benefited you when it came 

time for the House discussion? 

 

JB:  It certainly did, yes, it certainly did.  Yes, it did.  I mean, I liked being on the 

Appropriations Committee because, A) I looked at a budget thoroughly, and I remember my first 

year there.  The first year I saw that the corrections part of the budget was 93 million dollars.  

Now, to me, that was shocking, you know, that we were spending 93 million dollars on 

corrections.  That’s just State corrections, right?  And then the next year I saw it was like 120 

million, right?  And I can’t remember what year it was, but in maybe three years I said, “I can 

see the day when the amount we spend on corrections is going to be as much as or more than 

what we spend on higher education.”  Well, guess what?  The corrections budget went up and up 

and up and up, over a billion, and today it’s like a billion, I forget what.  It’s about the same as 

we spend – well, our higher education, our State System of Higher Education, our community 

colleges, have pretty much been leveled, have not increased, and have been at about a billion and 

a half dollars for a long time. 
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JT:  Yeah. 

 

JB:  So, as a result of being on Appropriations, I looked at these various areas that I thought we 

were wasting money on and corrections is one of them.  Building new prisons is crazy. 

 

JT:  Yeah. 

 

JB:  If we have all kinds of electronic ways to keep people on house arrest for, not murderers, 

not rapists, and not, you know, carjackers. 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  I’m talking about a majority of people behind bars or maybe white-collar crimes, people 

with all kinds of drug arrests, you know, minor cases, maybe major, but we can certainly keep 

them under surveillance through electronic monitoring.  That’s what I’ve advocated.  That’s why 

– and Governor Casey and I were fairly good friends – and that’s when in 19, I think it was 1990, 

he proposed a bill; four new State prisons.  Four; four new ones, right?  Well, there were 202 

votes for and one against – mine. 

 

JT:  Yours. 
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JB:  Some of my friends said to me, “Joe, are you nuts?  What’s wrong with you?”  I said, “This 

is crazy, building new prisons.  The cost of building is one thing; the maintenance forever.  

That’s why our budget, our corrections budget, goes up to 900 million, a billion.  That’s why.  

This is crazy.”  But nobody, nobody, nobody in the Legislature hardly ever felt, and again, they 

told me that my “no” vote would elicit a great deal of negative ads with respect to my being 

weak on crime, and it did.  It did. 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  It did.  I said, “I’m not weak on crime, I’m smart on crime.”  I said, “This is crazy building 

prisons.”  We incarcerate more people in this State and this country than the whole Western 

world.  It’s crazy.  It’s expensive, and it becomes an industry, a growth industry incarcerating 

people.  And so that has been, I mean, when I looked at the budget, each year I’d look at that.  I 

mean, the idea of being on Appropriations gave you a chance to examine all these things, 

whether it’s corrections, education, overspending on higher education, corrections, and there’s an 

awful lot of imbalance; it’s nuts, it’s nuts. 

 

JT:  You said you got some negative publicity after that? 

 

JB:  Oh, yeah.  I’m weak on crime, because I voted against building four new prisons.  Yeah. 

 

JT:  Otherwise, did you have a good relationship with the media, both here in Harrisburg and in 

your district? 
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JB:  Oh, I had a very good relationship with the media, for here, home and Harrisburg.  Yes, 

here, I did.  I enjoyed them.  In fact, I’d get, you know, calls.  They’d say, “Joe, we’d like to talk 

to you about this bill,” and I’d sit down and we’d discuss it.  Yeah, I had a very good relationship 

with the media.  

 

JT:  Good.  Did you ever have any aspirations to be in a leadership position? 

 

JB:  No.  You know, as I said to one of my friends, I have a good friend who was a county 

commissioner, who was a county commissioner for 20 years, 18 of the years that I was in the 

Legislature, Jimmy Cadue, a very good county commissioner, and we discussed very often this.  

And I said, “The job I want is the chairman of Transportation or chairman of Education.”  I 

liked, because I always said this, and it sounds, you can understand what I’m going to say, I 

loved power, but I loved power, Jess, for the sake of being able to do things. 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  Do things.  You need power; you need clout.  And when you get on the State Transportation 

Commission, a commission that looks at State projects all over this State, and you can say “I 

think this project in Beaver County ought to be built and this one here ought not to be” and this 

and that, I liked that.  I liked to be able to know what’s going on and make comments on it and 

be able to exercise it and flow it over, like building this bypass.  I liked to do those things, you 

know? 
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JT:  What would you say would be your favorite thing about being a State Representative then? 

 

JB:  My favorite?  

 

JT:  Did you have a favorite aspect about the entire time that you were a State Representative? 

 

JB:  Well, the thing I liked, as I said this before a little while when you asked me about what 

changed the collegiality and I said the change in leadership, what I enjoyed above all when I was 

here, a lot of things, but seeing the way the institution can be run, the way campaigns can be sane 

and civil – they can get partisan, but sane and civil – through the leadership of these five people I 

talked about.  Leroy Irvis was a considerable man.  I remember when I first came he was talking 

to us once and he said, you know, he said, “We all have a district, we all have a district.  I have a 

district in Allegheny County, and we certainly look out for our districts.  But sometimes we have 

to be statesmen and look beyond our districts,” you know, and this was like part of the ideology.  

See, as a rural legislator, there was always, every campaign, every campaign they pitted rural 

legislators against Philadelphia, if we voted for things, for example, that helped Philadelphia, as 

if we’re parts of a – we’re not a whole State, you know?  As if Philadelphia is a separate entity, 

you know?  A separate country almost.  And so, you know, the idea that people, like Leroy Irvis, 

gave you an understanding of what it meant to be beyond your district, to look at the State as a 

whole; Jim Manderino and Matt Ryan both, as leaders, who could be, you know, they could be 

partisan from the standpoint of defending the principles of their parties, but they knew major 

things had to get done –  
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JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  – and to see the way they compromised.  And then, of course, behind them, O’Donnell and 

Sam Hayes.  That was a great learning period for me.  I said, very often I said I got a three-credit 

course early on by watching those three, in particular, or five, in action, and that was great.  I 

mean, when people say to me, you know, “Do you miss it?”  I miss it.  I miss it, because they 

gave me a tremendous grounding, those individuals. 

 

JT:  During the time that you were a Member, you saw some technological advances on the 

House Floor. 

 

JB:  Yes. 

 

JT:  Cameras, computers –  

 

JB:  Computers became – right. 

 

JT:  Computers became regular on the desks.  Did you think that with all this new technology, 

did that hinder the legislative process or do you think that was completely beneficial? 

 

JB:  I think it was beneficial.  I don’t think it hindered it.  Yeah, it was beneficial. 
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JT:  An easy way and a quick way to get in touch with your constituents? 

 

JB:  Yeah, absolutely.  Yeah, I think it was.  Yeah.  It saved tons of paper, too. 

 

JT:  Well, that’s true, too, yeah.  Do you have a fond memory of being a State Representative?  

Do you have an anecdote or a story that you remember? 

 

JB:  Well, yeah.  You know, there were certain people here.  You mentioned Bud George, 

[Camille “Bud” George; State Representative, Centre and Clearfield Counties, 1975-2012] that 

he’s going to come in.  Bud George is a character; Bud’s a character.  You know, when you 

mention certain names like Bud George – of course, Jim Manderino for one reason.  Jim, I 

respected him dearly because – and on the other side, Matt Ryan, too, as I said.  And I’m being 

redundant about this, but they both were very capable people – and Jim, because of his 

understanding and his scholarly approach to the whole process, he knew what went on all the 

time.  In a debate in 1985, he could say, “Well, in 1977 when this issue....”  I mean, the guy had 

put everything together.  He was like a special person.  Bud George:  Bud, because Bud is Bud.  

You know, Bud loved to hear himself talk, but he, Bud, did his work; Bud’s a very diligent guy.  

We had a big guy, Russ Letterman [Russell P. Letterman; State Representative, Centre, 

Clearfield, Clinton and Lycoming Counties, 1971-1990].  Russ Letterman could intimidate 

people just by his presence, and in a debate he would be a little loud and he would intimidate 

some people.  But he’s a real interesting individual, he was.  And then you had some individuals 

just who were like almost detached from the process. 
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JT:  Yeah. 

 

JB:  Detached.  And there was an individual who sat near me who was one of those detached 

individuals, and because, again, I told you how I loved transportation work, I would talk to 

Howard Yerusalim, the Secretary, quite often, like, you know, maybe more than once a day 

even, and certainly over a period of a week or so you’d hear me, like during a pause in the 

action, I mean, sometimes even while things were going on – as you know, you watched the 

board, you know, and you’re talking on the phone; I had a phone on my desk – and I’d talk to 

Howard Yerusalim.  And of course Ed Lucyk [Edward Lucyk; State Representative, Columbia 

and Schuylkill Counties, 1981-2002] sat next to me on the right, after Joe Wargo left, and so this 

one guy who was detached sat in front of me, and I would, like I said, over a period of time talk 

to Howard Yerusalim.  One day he turned around and this guy said to me, “Who’s this 

Yerusalim you’re always talking to?”  And Ed Lucyk says, “How naïve can you be?” he said.  

He said, “Why?”  He said, “He’s the Secretary of Transportation.”  Now, this guy, this detached 

guy, didn’t even know who the Secretary of Transportation was, let alone what else was going 

on. 

 

JT:  Yeah. 

 

JB:  Yeah.  How naïve can you be?  “Who’s this Yerusalim you’re always talking to?” 

 

JT:  That’s nice.  I had asked you earlier if you had any mentors when you first came in to 

office. 

44 
 



 

JB:  Yeah. 

 

JT:  By the time you had left office, did you see yourself as a mentor for some of the incoming –  

 

JB:  Yeah, a couple.  Rich Grucela [Richard T. Grucela; State Representative, Northampton 

County, 1999-2010].  Rich Grucela, he was from the Lehigh Valley, from Bangor.  And Tom 

Stish [Thomas B. Stish; State Representative, Luzerne County, 1989-1996].  Tommy Stish?  

Tommy?  Yeah, Tom Stish from Hazleton.  In fact, Tom, I didn’t know Tom at all, but a guy 

from Hazleton who was a lobbyist here for a while – I can’t remember his name now – but he 

came to me and he said, “Joe,” he said, “you’re going to see whenever the new session starts this 

Tom Stish who’s from Hazleton.”  He said, “I’d like you to take him under your wing and help 

him out.”  And so I did work with Tom, but Rich Grucela quite a bit.  Yeah. 

 

JT:  Good.  Have you stayed active in politics since you’ve left office? 

 

JB:  Yes, I have.  I mean, from the standpoint of being involved in elections, and just last night 

the lady running for State Representative in my old district called me up and she asked me for 

some advice.  Yeah.  See, you know, I go to Democratic meetings, and I’m active from that 

standpoint, yes, yes. 

 

JT:  What have you been doing in your retirement? 
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JB:  Really, reading and writing.  Reading and writing. Reading and writing; yep. 

 

JT:  That’s a good way to keep busy. 

 

JB:  Well, as an ex-English teacher, you know, I naturally taught literature and writing, but for 

all the period here, when you really get involved – and this is one of the things I want to talk 

about, these guys who are detached – you have to understand that you’re a Legislator, so you 

should know something about what’s going on legislatively.  But you do have 60 thousand 

constituents who come to you, like the lady with the hearing aid and so forth, all the time.  And 

to learn to balance that, it’s important; it’s very important.  So, I always wondered why, in some 

cases, some people didn’t understand, like this guy I talked about who was detached, to 

understand that you have to know what’s going on legislatively if you’re going to be an effective 

legislator.  So, I would advise anybody who’s running for office to understand that, you know, 

the word “Legislator” is there for a while, because you should know what’s going on 

legislatively. 

 

JT:  Actually, I was going to ask you, what would be your advice to someone who is interested 

in running for the State House? 

 

JB:  It would be to realize that there are two parts to the job; there’s the legislative part, to know 

the law – and that’s what I was going to say.  I spent a lot of time reading law, a lot of time 

reading the law.  I’m not a lawyer; I’m an educator.  But, you know, so I tried to read, you know, 
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you just didn’t read every bill that was introduced.  No, no, no; God no.  I’m talking about things 

that we know were going to be acted upon. 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  Yeah – and to understand that you must become familiar with the law itself, but at the same 

time you have to also realize that you have people to serve in your district.  They don’t know 

how to, for example, people who are interested, I had a lot of people interested in things like 

property tax matters or matters like environmental matters, and they’d ask you to get a piece of 

legislation for them, and you’d get them, then they’d come to you and they’d say, “Well, what 

does this mean, Joe?”  “What does this mean?”  So, to take the time to go over that with people, 

it does take time. 

 

JT:  Sure. 

 

JB:  So, my advice to people, anybody running, would be to understand the job is two parts, but 

don’t forget and lose sight of the legislative part of it. 

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JB:  That’s important. 

 

JT:  How would you like your tenure in the House to be remembered? 
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JB:  I would say as one who really exemplified the principle of bipartisanship, because I worked, 

for example, I mentioned a little while ago Joe Loeper, because, see, the Republicans always 

controlled the Senate, always, forever.  I think they’ve controlled it since before Christ, and 

that’s incredible.  But, anytime somebody asked me “How did you get these bills passed?” I 

developed a relationship with the other side in the Senate with Joe Loeper, with the guy from 

Jefferson County, Bob Jubelirer [Robert C. Jubelirer; State Senator, Bedford, Blair, Fulton, 

Huntingdon, Mifflin and Somerset Counties, 1975-2004].  And so when a bill passed the House 

with my name on it and got there, I could always get it out of the Senate, pretty much.  And the 

House; our side, too, or rather in the House, too.  I developed a pretty – except for, you know, 

Perzel.  Perzel and I didn’t get along at all.  But, you know, Matt Ryan, and we weren’t friends, 

but I was always reaching, you know, and trying to understand that there’s a two-party system, 

and thank God you have two parties and not a dictatorship.  So, I think I always believed in the 

principle of bipartisanship. 

 

JT:  Good.  Any regrets?  Any missed legislation?  Any missed issues? 

 

JB:  The biggest regret was not being able to do anything about property tax. 

 

JT:  Okay. 

 

JB:  Yeah.  That was the biggest one, yeah. 
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JT:  Well, that’s actually my last question for you.  Mr. Battisto, I want to thank you very much 

for participating in our Oral History Program.  Good luck to everything, and thank you again. 

 

JB:  Thank you, Jess.  Thank you.  Thank you.  I enjoyed it.  Thank you. 
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