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Heidi Mays (HM):  Good morning. 

 

The Honorable John Pippy (JP):  Good morning. 

 

HM:  I‟m here with Senator John Pippy and Mr. Pippy represented the 44
th

 Legislative 

District from Allegheny County in his House tenure, which was from 1997-2003.  

 

JP:  That‟s correct. 

 

HM:  I‟m so glad you‟re able to be here with us today. 

 

JP:  It‟s my pleasure. 

 

HM:  Thank you.  Could you describe your childhood upbringing and what specific 

values were nurtured in you? 

 

JP:  I had a different path to the Legislature than most people; my father had been in the 

Air Force during the Vietnam War [1959-1975], so I was born in Thailand.  So, when he 

came back, I had always had an interest in the military. So, after high school, I went into 

the United States Military Academy at West Point where I met my wife, who was also a 

Cadet and from Moon Township, Pennsylvania.  We got married two days after my 

graduation and I went off and served my active duty and came back to Pennsylvania, and 

then we‟ve been raising our family ever since.  What struck me was someone who had 
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been interested in the military all the time, obviously had a lot of family experiences 

dealing with patriotism, honor, the whole concept of service and that really was kind-of – 

my father would set the example.  I looked up to him and had always thought I would 

spend my entire career in the military, so being in the Legislature was a little different 

perspective.   

 

HM:  Can you just tell me how you decided to become a Republican? 

 

JP:  Oh, the Republican thing was easy.  People say, “What‟s the difference in the 

Parties?,” and I‟m one who believes everyone can have their own opinion, but for my 

perspective, the Republican Party has always been a Party about independence, about 

achievement, has been rooted in – what many of us would call – fundamental American 

values for Country, community.  But also a Party that says, “You have responsibilities 

and the Government can‟t be all and do all for you.”  So, I‟ve always taken the approach 

that we need to help those who need the help, but we also need to do those things that 

inspire people to help themselves.  And so for me, being a Republican for me wasn‟t a 

dramatic change; it was just something I thought (that) when I started voting, those were 

the type of people I liked.  My wife was a very strong Republican too, so that even made 

it easier.  My grandparents were Democrats, in fact, I think they still are.  I think that was 

a generational thing. 

 

HM:  Did you come from a political family? 
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JP:  Not at all.  No, and if you‟d ask me when I graduated from West Point what I‟d be 

doing in 2006, I would have told you I‟d be a Lieutenant Colonel in the Army, hopefully 

commanding a Battalion.  So, this sort-of came about when I got off active duty and 

started working for U.S. Steel at a Clariton Coke Plant.  My House seat – at which I 

really wasn‟t paying much attention to; it has always been represented by a Democrat – 

became open.  He was retiring, and the district was 62 percent Democrat and 31 percent 

Republican, and the rest was Independent, about eight to nine percent.  There were seven 

Democrats running and no Republicans running.  I was 25 and my wife, who was in the 

Republican Party, was involved with it, they were talking about people, “Someone should 

run.  We shouldn‟t let this seat go to a Democrat again without at least trying.”  And, my 

name came up and when I talked to my wife, I said, “Sure.”  And, the funny thing about 

the story is that at that time I thought the State Rep[resentative] position was sort-of like a 

School Board Member; I could continue my engineering career at U.S. Steel but also go 

back and do some service, which to me – when you leave active duty, the Military, you 

want to get involved.  It‟s just, when you‟re involved in the military full-time, you‟re 

involved in so many different things.  So, to come off that there was a – for a lack of 

better term – a void, and I joined the volunteer fire company because a lot of my friends 

are firefighters and I had done that on active duty.  So, running for office, I thought, 

would be a sense of community service.  I didn‟t realize until two days later, by research, 

that this would be a full-time job, but by then, I had given a commitment and I thought, 

“If you want to change things, if you want to get involved the only way to do it is to 

actually get involved.”  So, it was a big upset and no one thought I could win and I was 
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fortunate enough, with a lot of hard work and some great people helping me win the 

election. 

 

HM:  So, can you describe your first campaign? 

 

JP:  It was all grassroots and it was not sophisticated as it is now.  I remember meeting 

with the House Republican Campaign Committee and they were being polite, but it was 

obvious they didn‟t think that I could win, or at least, they weren‟t going to invest in it 

early.  And I understood that.  Everyone says they‟re going to win; they said, “Show us.”  

They even had a campaign seminar in Lancaster and I‟ll never forget; my wife and I were 

there and I‟m 25 years old and I‟m doing everything I‟m told, what I‟m supposed to do.  

I‟m door knocking and I‟m studying the issues and I know the issues – education, and 

economic development, all that.  After the first day of seminars in Lancaster a couple of 

my colleagues, who were also running said, “Oh, did they give you your campaign 

manager?  Did they assign you your campaign manager?”  And I said, “No,” and I found 

out there was probably a third of us who were fortunate enough to be invited but didn‟t 

receive a campaign manager or anything.  John Barley
1
 gave me a 500 dollar check 

which I though was really nice, since I only had about 1,000 dollars in my bank account.  

But that was how it started; we just did grassroots and door knocking and meeting people 

and talking to them.  They did a poll a few months later in late August and that the 

numbers were starting to look good and as I continued to improve the numbers, then the 

House Campaign Committee got more involved and with their help, in particular the 

                                                 
1
 Republican Campaign Committee Chairman and Majority Whip, 1995-1996; State Representative, 

Lancaster County, 1985-2002. 
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money to do the advertising, we were able to win a seat that we weren‟t supposed win.  

And I still remember watching on television all the experts wanting to find out who this 

Pippy kid is and, I think they said, the political neophyte – which they were true; it was 

accurate; I was new to the process – has just won an upset victory.   

 

HM:  Could you describe your Senate campaign, which is completely different than the 

House campaign? 

 

JP:  The Senate campaign was a little different because I had been a House Member and 

I, hopefully, had the reputation of someone who, while very strong in his feelings, also 

respects the feelings of others and would sit down and work with Democrats and 

Republicans.  I still represented a Democratic area, but a conservative Democratic area, 

so I worked with a lot of Democrats and Republicans on issues.  I was running for the 

Senate to fill a vacancy of, at that time, Congressman Tim Murphy [State Senator, 1997-

2003; U.S. Representative, 2003-present], and when we went through the [inaudible] 

process, I was fortunate enough to get enough support from the Republican Committee to 

be the candidate.  Unfortunately, a few weeks later as we were in the middle of the 

campaign – I‟m also in the Military, the U.S. Reserves, the Army Reserves – I got called 

up to go and serve in Operation Iraqi Freedom
2
.  And I was a Company Commander at 

the time and I had been training this Company for a year and half.  So, the thought of 

using any type of exemption to get off active duty, it wasn‟t even an option.  Some 

people had mentioned, “You know you can do this.”  I said, “No.  Whether I can or not 

                                                 
2
 Known also as the Iraq War [2003-present] starting with the US-led coalition invasion of Iraq to oust 

dictator Saddam Hussein. 
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it‟s not relevant; you‟re going to go with your Company.  These are men and women 

whom you‟ve served with.”  So, we had a challenge because this would be the first time, 

a scenario, where someone who was running for office actually was called to active duty 

like that.  And, what was interesting is you can‟t file for office while on active duty, but 

what do you do when you‟ve already filed?  And, my Democratic opponents tried to 

challenge it in court, to win.  The day I received my call up orders, that was the last day; I 

did not do any type of personal campaigning at all, to a point where I wouldn‟t even sign 

a letter saying goodbye to anyone, asking them to support me while I‟m away.  Luckily, 

my wife who has always been involved, she did everything; she ran the campaign, she 

gave the speeches [while] I was serving in the Military and, actually, won the election.  I 

was able to get Sworn-In on a half a day of leave-of-absence before we deployed, and 

then deployed overseas for almost nine months.  

 

HM:  Do you like to campaign? 

 

JP:  I enjoy the people aspect of campaigning.  I love talking about the issues.  I think if 

you believe in something you should be able to talk about it; you don‟t have to be 

eloquent, but I think people want sincerity and honesty in what you believe.  I don‟t like 

raising money but that‟s part of the process.  And it‟s not natural.  Most people don‟t like 

having four out of ten people disagree with you, but if that happens in the election it‟s a 

landslide; you win 60/40.  So, once you get over those things, the election process is, I 

think,  valuable to how we, as a Country, define ourselves, and the need for us to go out 

there is very important; it‟s hard, but it should be. 
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HM:  You‟ve been involved in public office for almost ten years.   

 

JP:  Yes. 

 

HM:  How has it changed, the campaigning? 

 

JP:  Well, there‟s some good and bad.  I think the good is over the last couple of years 

because of the Internet, because of, not television as much, but just because of media in 

general, people are more informed and hear about and see different groups [who] are very 

sophisticated in the way they contact their people.  So, the environmentalists, the 

conservatives, the business organizations, the Unions, all those organizations are much 

more professional in the way they get out to their voters.  So, information can get out 

there.  The flip side of that is some of that doesn‟t necessarily have to be true.  (laugh)  

So, it makes it more difficult.  So, I think, hopefully, you‟ll see more people, especially 

after 9/11
3
, you‟ll see more people caring and voting.  And I think that‟s a very good 

thing.  The Legislature hopefully sees that and is much more responsive.  The other side 

of that, though, is part of our job as Republicans, we have to make sure we look at the 

good short and long-term parts of legislation, and sometimes the short-term feel-good 

message may not equate to long-term positive legislation.  So, you have to balance that.  

It‟s a little challenging, but I enjoy that part. 

 

                                                 
3
 September 11, 2001; terrorist bombings in New York City and Washington, D.C., and a failed attempt 

leading to a plane crash in Somerset, Pennsylvania.   
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HM:  Would you be able to describe the 44
th

 District whenever you served?  You talked 

that it was Democratic.   

 

JP:  Yes. 

 

HM:  What areas did that cover? 

 

JP:  The 44
th

 District was most of the suburbs West of Pittsburgh and it included some of 

the communities, such as a Carnegie and Bridgeville, which were older, steel-type 

communities – General Electric, Union Steel, other steel companies – very blue collar 

area.  And then to the West of those communities were the growing suburbs that I 

represented that used to be farmland in the late [19]70s and is now has thousand-home 

plans with well-to-do upper-middle class families.  So, it was a very transient area and in 

order to be successful you had to balance the older Democratic urban areas with the 

newer Republican and, even conservative Democrat, rural areas and find a balance.  I 

know it was a great district to represent, because it required a lot of work, of people 

moving in and out, you can‟t govern based on your legacy of what you did two years ago 

because 15-20 percent of those people weren‟t there two years ago.  But it was also, 

because of the newer community in some of those areas, they were much more open.  We 

could try new things, we could get out there.  They were willing to give advice and help 

with the change.  So, it was a fun area.  Now, ten years later, because of the population 

growth in other areas, some of those close to the city of Pittsburgh areas, such as 

Carnegie and Bridgeville, are no longer part of the 44
th

; they were brought into some of 
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the city districts because they were losing population.  The 44
th

 has actually tightened up, 

as far as geographic area.  But, it still has the same elements of Democrats [and] 

Republicans, what you would call traditional middle-American type families; you drive 

through my neighborhood and you get to see the minivans with the soccer sticker on 

them and kids are playing hockey or karate and their involved in their church or 

synagogue – not too many mosques – but, you have a mix.  It‟s pretty exciting. 

 

HM:  How are you able to balance your political career, your Military career and your 

family life? 

 

JP:  I have a very nice wife and understanding kids.  And they, I think, they appreciate 

my sense of trying to do something right.  The Military I‟ve continued to do because I 

just believe in it, especially now during a time of war.  I don‟t think this should be the 

time to get out; it‟s one weekend a month.  Sometimes I have to miss political or district 

events because I‟m on Guard Duty.  I hope people understand, and I think most of them 

do, that a lot of times we ask our Military to do certain things.  And if we don‟t have 

people who understand the impacts of the decision to go to war, decisions to mobilize, 

troops on the border – that‟s one of the things we‟re talking about right now, Immigration 

Reform – or the impact the citizen soldier, the Guard or the Reservist, has on the local 

community and the local businesses.  And, I think that‟s important to know and, so, I 

enjoy doing it.  It kind-of gets me away from politics because you can‟t participate in 

politics at all.  But, it also lets me hear what people think.  When I‟m at lunch – I was on 

Guard Duty last weekend – and, people come up to me, soldiers from all across 
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Pennsylvania, and we just talked about stuff.  They know I‟m a Senator, but they don‟t 

talk to me as it– they say, “Hey, do you know what‟s going on?”  I think it gives me an 

opportunity to really wake up with the people whom I have a lot of respect for.   

 

HM:  Do you think you‟re a voice for Military personnel? 

 

JP:  I think so.  I obviously care about a lot of Military issues.  But I think, to me, in 

many ways the Military is representative of what our Country is when it‟s at its best.  

What‟s that mean?  It means, in the Military you have men, women; black, white; Asian, 

Hispanic, all different Nationalities; all different genders.  No matter what your job is you 

get paid the same; there‟s no difference in pay.  Your performance determines how far 

you go, not your family name or your heritage or how much money you had.  It‟s, really, 

one of the first places to integrate; it‟s one of the first places to try new ideas.  So, I think 

the Military, it reminds me of how great our Country can be when we remove some of the 

barriers that society has put up.  So, when people talk about gender and equality and talk 

about racial issues, for some of us, we‟re thinking, “Wait a second.  I‟ve been in the 

Military 15 years and from day one, I‟ve been working in some very tough situations 

with men and women from all different backgrounds.  And, it‟s always been great and I 

think that diversity has helped us.”  So, I do speak for them but I try not to because I am 

in politics.  I don‟t ever want anyone to think, “Well, he‟s using the Military for political 

reasons.”  So, I‟m much more subdued and I‟ll speak if asked.  I feel it‟s a privilege, but I 

don‟t go out of my way to try to say, “Hey, guess what?  I served.”  I think that‟s just a 

part of my life that has, hopefully, helped shaped me.   
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HM:  Do you feel that you‟ve effectively reached the goal of serving your constituents? 

 

JP:  The goal of serving your constituents is a never ending process.  Do I think I‟ve 

done a good job?  I hope so.  It‟s really up to them to decide.  I do think I‟ve tried to 

approach it with a sense of openness, candor, personal contact, meaning going out there 

and meeting with them, and I think that has helped me and has helped make me 

successful in what I do.  But, the other thing I‟ve realized is it changes every year.  The 

issues change – some of them don‟t change – but, people‟s perceptions change, what they 

want done changes.  So, it‟s not as if you can check the block and say, “I‟m done.”  I‟ve 

been good to my constituents; they let me be here.  That block is always shifting and 

moving.  So, I think I‟ve tried.  Tip O‟Neill
4
 wrote in a book, “All politics is local,” and I 

firmly believe that.  Even as I start to get more seniority, your first priority is the district 

you represent.  You‟re their elected Representative or Senator.  We‟re a Republic so 

they‟re counting on you to make decisions for them, and then hopefully, those decisions 

are good for not only the district but the Commonwealth.  So, yeah, I think I‟ve done 

okay. 

 

HM:  After being first elected to the 44
th

 District, what would you say surprised you the 

most whenever you came to Harrisburg? 

 

                                                 
4
 Thomas Phillip O‟Neill, Jr. (D); U.S. Representative, 1953-1987; Speaker, 1977-1987; author of the 

books, Man of the House; The Life and Political Memoirs of Speaker Tip O’Neil (1987); All Politics Is 

Local, and Other Rules of the Game (1993); Tip O’Neill’s Elements of Politics (1993). 



 13 

JP:  The diversity – well, not social – but, the diversity in the backgrounds of the 

Members in the Legislature.  We had teachers, we had farmers, we had insurance, 

doctors, lawyers, and a whole host of other professions.  We had men and women from 

the Republican Caucus who are from all across the State.  We have Representatives in the 

big cities (laugh) – we have a couple – and the rural communities.  You learned 

appreciation.  As a Caucus, we were very good at going out there and having hearings.  

Going out to Lancaster and other areas and just getting a feel for what their constituency 

cares about.  And you learn about how great Pennsylvania is; how different it is; how 

challenging that is if you‟re an elected official statewide, because there are different 

constituencies and what may be good for my people in the Southwest may not be 

appropriate for Philadelphia and the Southeast or Altoona.  So, you have to respect that.   

 

HM:  Did you have any mentors whenever you first started in the House? 

 

JP:  Boy, I think some of the senior members, the Chairmen, et cetera, were all pretty 

good about helping and providing advice.  I‟m trying to think if we had an actual mentor.  

I think we more just had a support group, where some of the senior guys would talk to 

you, “Hey, John, if you do this, this may happen,” whether it was the Chairmen of the 

Committees or just colleagues.  So, if I try to identify one right now, I couldn‟t think of 

anyone who really shaped me as much as just trying to make sure I stayed in my district.  

(laugh)  They‟d say, “We don‟t have time.  You just go back to your district and take care 

of your people, and everything else will take care of itself.”   
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HM:  Now that you‟ve been here for ten years, do you feel like you‟re mentoring 

anyone? 

 

JP:  I think that you try to share your experiences.  You try not to say, “This is what we 

have to do.”  And you share with, “This is what I‟ve done in the past,” and the result and 

how and why I‟ve done it.  And then each person, based on their beliefs, will do what 

they think is in the best interest of their district.  Do you offer up?  Yes.  Do we have a 

formal program like you would at U.S. Steel where you have a corporate mentor in his or 

her job?  No, because we don‟t have a linear progression as far as supervisor.  We‟re all 

equal; we‟re all elected officials from our district; some of us are in Leadership that are 

voted on.  So, you don‟t have that structure that you would in a traditional organization, 

but I do think you have a good cadre of people who care about representing their districts 

and helping others, and I try to do that myself.    

 

HM:  An event that changed all of our lives was September 11
th

 [2001].  Would you like 

to comment how that affected you personally? 

 

JP:  September 11
th

 [2001] had a tremendous impact on my family and me, just because I 

was called up like over a couple 100,000 men and women in the Guard and Reserve.  I 

remember that day because I represented the Airport and, actually, I was on the Airport 

Authority for Pittsburgh International and after the two planes had hit the World Trade 

Towers, I called up and I said, “What are you guys hearing?”  I called one of my friends 

at the Operations and he mentioned that there was still a plane that they were looking for 
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and it had come over Western Pennsylvania – I forgot where it was supposed to be going 

– so, the Airport was tracking.  People in Pittsburgh were concerned that Flight 93 would 

potentially be coming in to this area, and I think everyone was concerned.  And, my 

district surrounds the Airport so, if something were to happen at the airport it would have 

been in my district.  So, I just remember that and then just following the Flight 93 

incident and what happened, so, you have a personal memory of the anxiety that was 

going through a lot of us.  I remember thinking, “Okay,” because, they were worried that 

something was going to happen at the airport potentially and, I think they were even 

talking about evacuating some of the towers in Pittsburgh, the U.S. Steel tower, et cetera, 

and then people were starting to call, “Should we evacuate all of the children out of the 

schools around the airport?”  I mean, that was the emotion and the sentiment going 

through at the time, and then obviously we found out what happened.  Then I got called 

up and before that happened, we had Governor [Tom] Ridge [Pennsylvania Governor, 

1995-2001] going off to be Secretary of Homeland Security [2003-2005].  Pennsylvania 

just was very much in the fold and part of the initial fight on terror.  So, it changed a little 

the way I look at politics, frankly.  And since I‟ve come home, some things have changed 

in the way I do my job and the perceptions I have with certain issues.   

 

HM:  You served on several Committees while in the House.  Did you have a favorite? 

 

JP:  Did I have a favorite Committee?  Yeah, I enjoyed being on Appropriations.  That 

was a good one, not because I had any power, but because you just, as a member of that 

Committee, you are exposed to every major bill coming through the Legislature, so 
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you‟re a part of the process.  If there were issues that I really cared about – 

Transportation was a great Committee, going out there and dealing with the 

infrastructure; land, air, sea, water, rural.  It was just great.  Environmental [Committee] I 

served on, and as I‟m an Environmental Engineer that was interesting.  So, the one thing I 

really enjoyed about the House, the Committees were active and they were not afraid to 

go out there and go into a district – someone else‟s district – and have a Hearing and 

listen to the good and bad about a situation.  Our Urban Affairs Committee did a lot of 

legislation dealing with the redevelopment of urban communities and Main Streets, et 

cetera, and hopefully, that legacy – we are starting to see the benefits now, but down the 

road too as cities start to redevelop again.  It‟s nice to know you‟re a small part of that.  

 

HM:  You were appointed to a Secretary post in Urban Affairs in your first year.   

 

JP:  (laugh) I know, how exciting was that? 

 

HM:  I know.  Well, how did that happen? 

 

JP:  I think it‟s a part of the mentoring program you mentioned before.  As a Secretary, it 

gives you to opportunity to be a little more involved and interact with the Leadership of 

the Committee, which is good.  But, I even took it seriously and took attendance myself, 

but other than that, it was just an opportunity to be exposed to a process.  There wasn‟t 

any direct responsibility associated with it, but it just associated you with at least one 

Committee so it would force you to look at and see how that Committee works.  
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Hopefully it did for most people.  For me, if I‟m a Secretary, I believe I have 

responsibilities, so I should know what‟s going on and part of that job is to help the 

Chairman do what he or she needs to do.   

 

HM:  For several sessions you introduced legislation that declared Korean War Veterans 

Armistice Day [HR 593 of 2002; HR 194 of 2001; HR 511 of 2000; HR 82 of 1999;HR 

329 of 1998].  Could you explain your reasoning behind this legislation? 

 

JP:  The Korean War Armistice Day legislation; that goes back to one of the questions 

you asked before, “Do you think you‟ve been an advocate for Military?”  I had a very 

strong delegation in my district of Korean War Veterans.  Many have called it the 

“Forgotten War,” by those who didn‟t serve.  And if you served in it, you‟ll never forget.  

So, by doing that, to me, it was a way to say, “Thank you,” and to show them that future 

generations do care about what they did.  As a Military person studying at West Point, I 

remember studying the lessons from the Korean War [1950-1953] and how our Nation 

wasn‟t prepared and sent our troops in with old World War II equipment and not with the 

chain of command of support structure they need without the supply restructure.  And 

yet, these men were able to do their mission in many ways.  So, it was just a way to say, 

“Thank you,” for me.  And I know other members are doing it now, so each of us has our 

own personal reason for doing those types of bills.  For me, it was; one, answering the 

call of my local people who asked for it; but two, it was something I believed in. 

 



 18 

HM:  On February 12, 2002, you introduced a Concurrent Resolution regarding the Steel 

Industry [HR 429].  Could you tell us about your relationship with the Steel Industry? 

 

JP:  The Steel Industry – well, I‟m from Pittsburgh.  By the way, we have the World 

Champion, Steelers, who just received their rings recently – but, I worked for U.S. Steel.  

I worked as a Supervisor, but I also worked with labor.  And the funny thing is, is the 

laborers and the steelworkers didn‟t support my first candidacy; they helped the 

Democrat.  Which is fine, but that is the legacy of the region I represent.  The Mellons, 

the Fricks, the industrial barons in Wall Street from Western Pennsylvania helped, but if 

you look at what helped build our Country after World War II [1939-1945] it was the 

steel industry, of which U.S. Steel was a very large part of that.  And you have a lot of 

retirees, you have a lot of second, third generation family members who still remember 

the times when steel was great, and there are some legacy costs associated with that; 

pensioners, older [people].  So, I have a lot of my constituency who care not only about 

steel for sentimental reasons, but for very practical reasons; health benefits, et cetera.  

And so, we wanted to make sure the steel industry was able to weather some of the ups 

and downs of the global economy, and not in any way other than giving them the same 

rights and privileges as some other industries in the Country, as well as across the world.  

We believe that the steel workers and the companies in Pennsylvania could compete 

globally if they were all competing on the same level playing field, and so that‟s what 

that Concurrent Resolution was.  We were actually able to get support in Washington 

[D.C.].  That was an example where Democrats and Republicans worked together with 

labor and, what‟s important here, this wasn‟t a labor issue; it was a business issue and 
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labor.  Both sides would say, “We need this.”  So, you had the labor guys going to a lot of 

the Democrats and the business community going to many of the Republicans, saying, 

“We have to work together on this or we‟ll all have trouble.”  And, U.S. Steel is doing 

real well now.  A lot of people are being hired.  They‟ve diversified a little across the 

world, which if it makes them stronger, great, because as long as we‟re continuing that 

legacy in Pennsylvania I think that‟s something we can be proud of.   

 

HM:  You were involved in an attempt to bring Magnetic Levitation trains into the 

Pittsburgh area.  Can you explain your involvement and are you still active in this idea? 

 

JP:  We‟re still active somewhat, although what happened with the MAGLEV is that the 

Federal Government had put in one of their appropriation bills a pilot project to look at 

the feasibility of using MAGLEV, Magnetic Levitation trains, which they have in Europe 

and now in China, as a way for inner-city and inner-state transportation and light cargo as 

well.  And we have some technology in Western Pennsylvania that would have allowed 

us to do that as well as it would have helped us reshape some of our steel industry 

factories, etc. into precision steel manufacturing.  Which, the MAGLEV train in itself 

would have been a pilot project, which would have helped my district because it talked 

about going from the Airport to Pittsburgh to other areas, so that was a local benefit, but 

the better and more substantial benefit for the region was the precision steel 

manufacturing.  The tolerances for these steel beams that they use for the girder require 

centimeters or less and that has Military Naval ship applications, it has a lot of other 

applications.  So, it‟s an industry that‟s going to happen.  We just want to see if we can 
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have it happen in Western Pennsylvania.  Congress has changed and they‟ve changed 

some of the standards, so they‟re still pursuing the train, but we do have the precision 

manufacturing going on and they‟re working for the Department of Defense and some 

other things.  So, I think that was what we got half of what we‟re looking for.  We would 

love to see MAGLEV down the road, but we‟ll see what happens.  No pun intended on 

the road thing.   

 

HM:  Are there other pieces of legislation that you are particularly proud of, or would 

you consider to be important to you? 

 

JP:  I spent a lot of my time just working in the budget cycle itself.  Some bills were as a 

prime sponsor, although I‟d rather have someone prime sponsor if I could help get it 

through, because I don‟t have the need to necessarily be the prime sponsor on everything.  

The one issue that I do care about, and cared about it when I ran the first time and still get 

involved with in the Senate, is the idea of Special Education, how we deal with that.  It‟s 

twofold; first, how do make sure that the children who need these educational services 

are getting the best they can (and they have a right whether you live in a wealthy school 

district or poor school district)?  The parents shouldn‟t be limited.  If their child needs 

help we should have the ability to provide that service, so that; one, it‟s for the children, 

but the second part is that is a cost that is really skyrocketed in contrast to the other 

educational budgets, in particular, for the other school districts.  So, we‟re looking at to 

try not only help the kids, but also find a way the State Government can take a larger role 

in what is, essentially, a State and Court mandated education program to help the 
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taxpayers, by having us be more involved to take some of the burden off the local 

taxpayers.  So, it was an education economy issue for me.  I think we have some of the 

better programs in the Country now and I think that‟s something we can be proud of.   

 

HM:  According to several news articles and floor debates you appear to be a big 

proponent of technology –   

 

JP:  Yes. 

 

HM:  – and creating new jobs for Pennsylvanians.  Do you feel that this is a priority for 

Pennsylvania? 

 

JP:  I think that if you study history, then you look at where our Country is in the global 

marketplace, a couple things are evident.  First thing, we‟re a service economy.  We‟re 

not going to beat other economies because of raw materials or because of low cost 

manufacturing, although we do do well in some of those areas, but the growth area is in 

the professional services and technology and the application.  In my district, or right 

beside it, we have Carnegie Mellon University, University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh 

Cancer Institute, so we have a lot of high tech capabilities and the only way we can be 

successful long-term is if our job base is spread out in multiple areas, multiple 

components.  So, I think that tech is one that we have the research capability, we have the 

manufacturing expertise and frankly, we have the land and the environment that can 

support it.  So, I‟ve always supported tech because I thought those would be some of the 
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jobs of the future and some of the very good paying jobs.  So, that is an issue where 

you‟re trying to make sure that the environment that you represent is conducive to the 

young people in your region, finding careers and raising families and that‟s one area that 

we‟re doing that in. 

 

HM:  Are you still an active volunteer firefighter? 

 

JP:  No, I can‟t do that.  I‟m on the Reserve volunteer firefighter now because, 

unfortunately, I‟m in Harrisburg (laugh) too much and there‟s training requirements and 

my Company trains on Mondays, so we‟re in Harrisburg. 

 

HM:  Okay. 

 

JP:  So, we still support them in a lot of the events that they do and I still have all my 

stuff and all my training. 

 

HM:  But you did support legislation for them as well?  

 

JP:  Oh, yes, very much so. We save a lot of money in Pennsylvania because we have 

volunteer fire Companies and if you look at small community budgets, small 

municipalities, a lot of them, over 60 percent, is their police force.  If you add firefighting 

on that that would be a significant amount of burden on the local taxpayers.  So, I think 

anything we can do to help support volunteer firefighters is; one, good for the 
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community, because it saves them money; and tow, it‟s like the military. It‟s a group of 

people, men and women, who have a sense of purpose, who sacrifice, who give of 

themselves and who can be role models for the youth in our community. 

 

HM:  In many instances, constituents look to you for assistance in a particular issue.  In 

the case of Act 18 of [19]98, many people alluded that this Act was to assist you.  Would 

you like to comment on that now? 

 

JP:  Act 18.  Oh, that was the (laugh) – sure.  It was interesting because, I‟ll never forget, 

they said it was my bill, although I wasn‟t aware of it – I had nothing to do with the 

drafting of it.  The issue, if I remember correctly, the Democrats were going to try to 

challenge in Court my right to run for office again, because they had lost a Court battle 

before, but they believed that they could find a friendly judge that would be up to 

challenge it.  So, I guess, some people‟s strategy was, “Well, let‟s change the writing on 

the affidavit so that they can‟t challenge.”  What I found remarkable was, it was 

associated with me, they did a seven-hour debate really ripping into me – it took all my 

Military discipline not to respond – but, what really surprised me about that is people say, 

“Well, that bill was protecting you,” and then I ask them, “Well, what did it do?”  And 

they say, “Well, it protected you.”  “How?”  “Well, they can‟t challenge you in court.”  

“Well, I did go to court, because they filed the lawsuit again and the judge again said, 

„No, this is crazy.  Our Constitution allows” – the whole idea was, I spent time in the 

Military, which I‟m proud of.  They said, “Well, because you were in Texas, you were 

away from Pennsylvania; you don‟t meet the eligibility requirements for the length of 
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time before you can run for office.”  And that is not true; our Constitution actually says if 

you‟re on Federal Service you‟re allowed to be away for awhile.  We didn‟t hide it; I was 

proud to say I was in the Military.  People have the right to choose and that‟s what a 

democratic government is.  So, they passed Act 18 – I forgot the number [HB 1760] – 

but, I still went to court, we still had the same arguments and we still won.  So, it was 

funny; I got all the headache of a bill that was supposed to protect me that did nothing.  

But, it is a good piece of history.  But what it did do, which I think is important, is it did 

clearly talk about the concept of if you‟re working for the Federal government.  If you‟re 

serving the Military, does that mean then that for our soldiers who do go overseas, or our 

professionals from Washington, if you‟re a U.S. Ambassador for eight years in Germany, 

does that mean I‟m not a Pennsylvanian anymore?  No, I‟m doing my job for my 

Country.  So, it was frustrating at that time.  It was something that was sort-of put on me 

and I think the intent was good, but fortunately, we still won it in court and didn‟t have to 

deal with it.  And I have a little law, I guess, or at least court – now, the law doesn‟t say 

my name, I guess, but the court records do. 

 

HM:  Would you like to comment on the Allegheny County Home Rule Charter Bill? 

 

JP:  You‟re keeping me busy. 

 

HM:  I‟m trying. 
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JP:  I think the Allegheny County Home Rule Charter Bill is an attempt for us in 

Western Pennsylvania try to help reshape our government.  It‟s just that simple.  There‟s 

a lot of wasteful spending, and still is and we‟re still fighting it, but the concept was – 

Western Pennsylvania has always been an area with independence, whether it was 

Whiskey Rebellion
5
 back in the beginning of our Nation‟s history, we‟ve always had a 

high number of Veteran‟s, men and woman, who want to fight for our Country.  And, 

those type of people they want to run a basic run government; they want to know that 

government is there for them.  And so, the Home Rule Charter idea was that we were 

going to start letting local, the County residents, have a direct input on the County 

problems and get away from the Commissioner-based system to an Executive.  And I 

think it‟s been successful, overall.  I mean, there are issues.  The first County Executive 

was a Republican and it was great.  The next one was a Democrat, but a Democrat that‟s 

pretty conservative in some issues.  So, I think from the County‟s perspective it‟s gone 

much better and we‟re seeing the benefit and hopefully we‟ll get to fix the city someday.   

 

HM:  What aspect of being a Representative or Senator do you enjoy the most? 

 

JP:  Meeting people, talking to them, working on issues.  If you don‟t like people you‟re 

going to have a tough time doing this job.  I think the best part is when you get to deal 

with an issue that is important to your constituency and you and you find resolution in 

that and you look back and say, “I was part of that.”  And maybe whether its with Special 

Education with children improving the way we do it; Environmental legislation for the 

                                                 
5
 Appalachian settlers who resisted the excise tax on liquor and distilled drinks mainly in the Washington, 

D.C., Pennsylvania, Monongahela Valley area, ca. 1791-1794. 
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Parks and Recreation; opening up or fixing part of our tax code, which still needs more 

work, but at least people say, “I was able to start my business here because of some of the 

laws that you‟ve changed.”  So, those are good things.  There are challenges, but we have 

accomplished a lot in ten years and you can‟t do it alone.  So, you have to develop 

relationships with the good people on both sides, Democrat and Republican.  So, I think 

that when I‟m done, I think that will be what I take away from the job; the ability to be 

able to accomplish some things, but also we were able to learn a little bit about people 

from different parts of the State and different political parties. 

 

HM:  What did you like the least? 

 

JP:  Raising money and the attack ads of my opponents. (laugh)  But, I think it‟s tough to 

ask people to give you money for you.  I‟ve never felt comfortable doing it, and 

sometimes campaigns get negative.  People say it‟s a contrast, and it is.  I don„t mind if a 

person doesn‟t like an issue I voted on and puts it on the airwaves, but when they try to 

go personal or when they, in the attempt to win the office, destroy the credibility of the 

officer, now that, I don‟t know if that‟s good long-term, so, we‟ll see. 

 

HM:  What was the hardest issue you encountered? 

 

JP:  As a House member? 

 

HM:  If they‟re different, you can certainly state your Senate as well? 
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JP:  Let‟s see, in the Legislature as a whole, I think the most difficult issue I‟ve dealt 

with is gambling.  And, unfortunately, that started in the House and I actually ended up 

having to make the votes onto the Senate.  Because it really is an issue where you have a 

conflict of emotions, for me as a conservative.  In so many issues, you would think 

gambling: you‟re against it, you don‟t want to support it, but then you have 80 percent of 

your district that wants it, and also as a conservative you say, “Wait a second.  [Is the] 

Government [to choose], or am I to choose what‟s up to you?  You‟re a person; be 

responsible.”  So, you have conflict in your emotions in that and then I have added onto 

that the issue that I have a racetrack near my district and where I have a lot of employees 

who live in my district who either work at the racetrack or their companies provide 

services to the racetrack.  So, there are a couple of thousand people whose jobs are at 

stake just in my local area alone.  So, that was a tough issue where I had to look at my 

personal feelings, the needs of my district, the needs of the communities I represent and 

come up with a solution and then see how it was implemented, which I‟m not happy with.  

So, that was an issue that has really struck home and we‟ll still see what happens with 

that one. 

 

HM:  Do you have any one fond memory of serving in the House? 

 

JP:  I don‟t know if I have any particular one that I can think of.  Getting re-elected, the 

first time, after going through those two lawsuits and being challenged and really being 

hit pretty hard.  The Minority Leader did everything he could to try to make sure that I 
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was not the Representative of that community, because it was still a Democratic area.  

And, in order to defeat a lot of money in those types of campaigns you have to go out and 

talk to the people.  And to get re-elected was, I remember, was a very emotional 

experience, because it showed, and it was a pretty good election victory, I think it was 58, 

59, 60-something percent, so I got the sense that maybe I am doing the right thing in that 

you can go out there, you can have strong beliefs but also be considerate and be 

successful and I think that model of leadership is one that can help in good and bad times.  

People want to know they can talk to you; they want to know that if they talk to you, you 

have to tell them, “I‟m not for that,” or, “I‟m for it,” or, “I‟m not sure.  Let me listen.”  

And so I‟ve done that and over the last ten years – that first election was the probably 

most emotional event I‟ve ever had as a Legislator and it was something. 

 

HM:  Has your Senate career changed dramatically from your House career, or is it more 

of a continuation? 

 

JP:  I think the Senate career is 60 percent continuation, 20 percent more – we have a 

couple additional duties, just because the district is four times as large as the House 

District, I represent 250,000 people instead of 60,000 now, and we have a lot of 

responsibilities dealing with Judicial and Executive nominations that aren‟t a part of the 

House.  So, that keeps me a little busier.  And then about 20 percent has changed, just 

because I spent a year away in a war zone and came back probably a little more mellow 

than I was in the past, even probably a little more tolerant, because I saw what the world 

is like when people aren‟t tolerant and we can‟t go in that direction.  Also, it solidified a 
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lot of the beliefs I have, because you have to have a very strong foundation to deal with 

challenges.  So, my Senate career may be a little different, but the people are just as nice 

and, fortunately, I‟m able to interact with my colleagues in the House still and I enjoy 

that. 

 

HM:  And it‟s certainly not over. (laugh) 

 

JP:  Hopefully it‟s not over.  We‟ll see. (laugh)  If this video comes out, it may be. 

(laugh) 

 

HM:  How would you like your tenure as State Representative to be remembered? 

 

JP:  I came in at 25 so, I‟d like it to be, if there‟s a legacy associated with it, that I did the 

job well; that I tried to represent the interest of the community that I represented; that I 

was willing to go out there and fight for the things that I think they care about.  But also, I 

helped ease the district into having a Republican be the member.  It had always been 

represented by Democrats. And I think by showing Democrats and Republicans that 

we‟re better if we work together on issues, that that will be what people remembered me 

for.  I still get that feedback.  They say, “John, I may not vote for you sometimes, but at 

least you try to get people to find common ground.”  And they also respected that they 

knew where I stood on issues, so if they don‟t agree with me because I‟m conservative on 

an issue, well, they knew that.  I hope that it was that I did a good job; that I tried to stay 

in touch with the district and that [I] bring people together.  And the new Representative, 
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Mr. Mustio [T. Mark; State Representative, Allegheny County, 2003-present], is doing a 

great job and I think he‟s following a lot of the same steps.   

 

HM:  Well, what are the future plans for you? 

 

JP:  Just try to do my job well.  I told you I changed a little, about 20 percent.  If you had 

asked me this question before I went away; I had been spending six years in the House 

and saw that there was a great opportunity to change the government and maybe even at a 

higher level than what I was at, and I would have said I wanted to be Governor someday 

or something different, or maybe go to Washington [D.C.].  Now, my interest really is to 

try to do this job well.  If there‟s an opportunity, maybe in eight years I may decide that I 

want to go and do something, or six, or four, to do something different.  So, I‟m not as 

caught up in a particular path.  If it happens, wonderful; if it doesn‟t, I think I have 

enough of my career where I can be proud that the time I spent was worth it and, 

hopefully, was helpful to people.  So, I‟m not as gung-ho as I was about running for 

something higher now.  I‟m more focused on trying just to get the district doing well, and 

we‟ll see what happens and there may be something in my future and maybe I‟ll look at 

going back into the private sector again.  

 

HM:  Lastly, do you have any advice for new Members? 

 

JP:  I think that there are three things that have always helped me and when I see it in 

other members it always makes me feel comfortable.  One is just, be yourself.  People, 
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they may disagree with your position on an issue, but if they think your being honest and 

you‟re being yourself and that‟s what you believe, they‟re open, they‟ll listen and they‟ll 

respect you for it.  The same with Democrats and the Republicans.  There are some 

Democrats I respect a lot, because whether they‟re completely liberal and I‟m completely 

conservative, we‟re being honest.  And that really gives you a sense of peace when 

you‟re dealing with your constituency because you‟re not trying to figure out, “Oh, what 

do they want me to say.”  Just try to be honest and open and approachable.  The second 

is, you‟ve got to work the district.  You have to be the person that‟s their Representative 

and you have to make them understand that they may see something in the paper about 

someone in another part of the state and you don‟t want them to cast their vote based on 

what they‟re reading about the body as a whole.  You want them to cast their vote based 

on the job you‟ve done.  And the third thing is, it‟s not the end.  The Legislature is a part 

of your life, but if you allow it to consume yourself, it will be a very difficult thing to do 

long-term.  Because there will always be people who are angry about a decision you 

made, and for those who are married or for those who aren‟t, it‟s very good to have a 

balance.  And for me, my balance has been my family and the military. Being in the 

Guard has allowed me to periodically just step away and to recharge my batteries 

sometimes when we‟ve had difficult times, which we‟ve had over the last couple of 

years; our Country‟s at war, there‟s been very challenging issues that we‟ve had to deal 

with, so the ability to take a moment and step back has helped me.  And for those three 

things, you do that and no matter what happens, hopefully, you‟ll be comfortable with 

what happens and who you are. 
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HM:  Well, thank you very much. 

 

JP:  Thank you. 

 

HM:  This concludes our interview. 

 

JP:  Great. 


