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Jesse Teitelbaum:  Good morning. 

 

The Honorable J. Michael Schweder:  Good morning, Jesse. 

 

JT:  I am here with J. Michael Schweder, a Democrat who served the 135
th

 District in 

Northampton County, from 1975 through 1980.  Thank you for being with me here today. 

 

JMS:  It‟s a pleasure, and thank you for the invitation. 

 

JT:  Absolutely.  I‟d like to start out by just asking you about your background; tell me about 

where you grew up, your family life, and your education. 

 

JMS:  I am a native of Bethlehem.   I am the third generation of people who lived in Bethlehem.  

The Schweder side of the family immigrated to America from Austria/Hungary, went to work in 

the steel plant, as most people did on the south side of Bethlehem.  My mother‟s side is Irish, 

which came from Ashley in Wilkes-Barre.  My great-grandfather worked on the Jersey Central 

Railroad and brought the coal to the Bethlehem Steel Plant and therefore that‟s how we ended up 

in Bethlehem.  So, those generations all worked there.  My grandfather Schweder eventually 

became the Fire Chief of Bethlehem and served in that position for 28 years.  Engine Company 

No. 1 in the city of Bethlehem is named for him, and I think the great honor is they did it while 

he was still alive, and the idea to do that was by the men who had served under him.  My father 

was a Pittsburgh Steeler.  It was always a fascinating thing when you were in elementary school 

is they‟d ask you to get up and tell what your father did, and so went through it and said my 
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father‟s the left guard for the Pittsburgh Steelers and he played there in the 1950s.  So, I grew up 

in Bethlehem, went to Lycoming [College] in Williamsport, graduated from there in 1971 with a 

degree in Political Science, met my wife, Annette, who was also a graduate of Lycoming, who 

graduated in [19]72, so we celebrated our 36
th

 wedding anniversary this past November.  Three 

grown sons, all of whom also are graduates of Liberty High School in Bethlehem, as I, so the 

roots are very deep, and so I‟ve lived in Bethlehem all of my life, except for four years when I 

worked in the AT&T office in Washington, DC, which was in the late [19]80s, but moved back 

to Bethlehem because I wanted my sons to grow up there and have that experience.  And then 

strangely enough, after being out of office for 18 years and never planning on doing anything 

else, I ran for city council in Bethlehem, because of the concerns that I had about the closing of 

Bethlehem Steel, the future of all that.  I‟m in my 12
th

 year now on city council.  So, I‟ve done 

three terms there and three terms as President of city council, so Bethlehem is synonymous with 

my family. 

 

JT:  Tell me about the steps that led you to a political life. 

 

JMS:  I don‟t think there was any one particular thing that happened.  I became interested in 

politics mainly because my grandfather Lyons and my grandmother Lyons had been involved as 

Democratic committee people.  My grandfather tells me the story in the 6
th

 Ward, which is where 

I live today, he was a Democratic Committeeman in 1928 when Al Smith
1
 ran.  That was 

probably the most Republican, Protestant, Moravian district in the city.  Al Smith got beat 407 to 

13 in that Ward and then the Salvation Army Band had a parade in front of my grandfather‟s 

                                                 
1
 Democratic U.S. Presidential candidate in 1928: He was the first Roman Catholic and Irish-American to run for 

President as a major Party nominee.  He lost the election to Herbert Hoover. 
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house just to rub it in.  So, it was a gradual progression of coming to understand that.  I think too 

many people all talk about 1960 and John Kennedy, but there probably is some truth to that.  I 

had teachers in junior high that really taught us civics and government, but really made it 

participatory that we did campaigns.  I became involved in that.  I just became involved in lots of 

campaigns as a volunteer and even when I was in college, I would come back even during 

football season, I‟d get the coaches to give me off the Tuesday of Election Day from practice, to 

come back and to work back in Bethlehem on election days.  The only time my father would 

ever venture into politics, they convinced him to run for mayor in 1965, which he did, and he 

won the Primary but lost the General Election.  So, it was all of that progression and when I 

graduated from Lycoming in [19]71, I came back, I ran the city-wide campaigns at that time, and 

then there was the position in the state legislature which had a Republican incumbent, Tom 

Maloney [State Representative, Northampton County, 1971-1972], who had been there for one 

term and wasn‟t gonna seek reelection.  And I thought that was an opportunity to run for this 

which, obviously, I did. 

 

JT:  Right.  What were your influences that made you be a Democrat? 

 

JMS:  Well, I think first of all, is my grandparents‟ experiences through the Great Depression; 

we were a working class family; that the Democratic Party and Franklin Roosevelt had done 

many things that were very helpful to people in that time.  My grandparents‟ generation and 

people who were still alive voting first time I ran, I‟m still convinced always came out and they 

were really voting for Franklin Roosevelt in every General Election.  They also all believed that 

if you weren‟t to the polls by at least eight o‟clock in the morning your vote wasn‟t going to 
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count.  So, it was all of the interests that I learned from them and what had been good about the 

Democratic Party and, therefore, that‟s how we all grew up to be Democrats. 

 

JT:  Did you enjoy campaigning? 

 

JMS:  Yes.  Strangely enough I have always enjoyed campaigning.  And the first campaign, the 

Primary in 1974, it was a three-way Democratic Primary; Assemblyman [William C.] Rybak 

[State Representative, Northampton County, 1969-1980] had been there for three terms and had 

lost to Tom Maloney in [19]72 and then Maloney did not run again.  He, Rybak, announced he 

was going to run again.  The third candidate was somebody that Herb Fineman [State 

Representative, Philadelphia County, 1955-1977; Speaker, 1975-1977] had drafted to run, 

because they really did not want Rybak back here.  And I just happened to be sitting at a meeting 

one night and listened to the two candidates, both [Barbara L.] Altemus and Rybak, and I just 

thought to myself – and I was 24 at the time – “I could do better that.”  So, I ended up running in 

that.  I worked very hard.  I was a school teacher at that time, so I spent every day from about 

3:15 to 5:00 o‟clock door-to-door in a time when a lot of people didn‟t do that.  That was just 

coming into vogue.  And go back and have dinner, go back out until it got dark.  And I did that 

every night, and I was able to walk probably 95 percent of the legislative district at that time.  

And another thing that was not in vogue then, but one of the things I ran on, and I think I was 

one of the first people to do that, I ran on being a full-time legislator.  The place was full with 

lots of attorneys and people who did this on a part-time basis.  So, I ran on that issue.  

Representative Rybak was an attorney as well.  And it was pretty vicious Primary, but I ended up 

winning 54 percent in the Democratic Primary in the three-way race.  And then I won the 
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General Election, which, at that time, was a very Democratic district.  I won with about 71 

percent –  

 

JT:  Great. 

 

JMS:  – of the vote. 

 

JT:  Did your family help you with campaigning? 

 

JMS:  Yes, very much so, and I think that my family‟s name and the work that my grandfather 

had done as the Fire Chief, my father‟s notoriety as an All-American at the University of 

Pennsylvania, being a Pittsburgh Steeler, all added into that.  I think that made a big difference in 

the first race.  I remember election night, when I was elected in November, my father said to me, 

“Well, your name helped you get this far, but from now on, you know, you‟re strictly on your 

own.”  And people would accuse me of that all through the rest of that, and Rybak came back 

and ran against me four years after that in [19]78 again.  I think it was the good name and the 

good will of generations before me that helped me as well.  So, they were very active in the 

campaign. 

 

JT:  And you were there for three terms.   

 

JMS:  Correct. 
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JT:  Did the campaigning get easier? 

 

JMS:  I don‟t know if it got easier.  I never grew tired of it.  Strangely enough, I‟ve always 

enjoyed the campaigns.  I think it‟s the challenge and maybe as an athlete and football coach and 

all those things I was at one time, it‟s the challenge of going out and beating somebody.  So, I 

never tired of doing that and I went out every day, even running for city council in [19]97 and 

running for reelection in [20]05 where I had a serious Primary race.  I went out and walked as 

much as I‟d done any other time. 

 

JT:  You said that at one point you physically were able to walk almost the entire district.  Tell 

me about the district, the 135
th

, both geographically and with regards to the constituents. 

 

JMS:  Well, geographically, the district made a lot more sense than it does today, based on all of 

the gerrymandering that‟s been done after the last two censuses.  Bethlehem is the only city in 

the state that is in two counties; two-thirds of the city is in Northampton.  The 135
th

 district was 

the Northampton County part of the city of Bethlehem.  So, that was all the south side of 

Bethlehem, which was still very much ethnic neighborhoods at that time, which surrounded the 

Bethlehem Steel Plant.  It was the north side of town which was much larger in terms of 

population, and then Hanover Township, Northampton County, was a part of it.  That was a part 

which was – the district was about 68 percent Democratic registration majority; Hanover 

Township was about 52 percent Republican.  There were only three voting districts out of the 27 

that were Republican registration majorities, maybe four, but no more than that.  So, it was 

interesting in that, lots of people who represented the steel towns in western Pennsylvania really 
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only represented the blue collar aspects of the steel industry.  My district was, not only did it 

have a plant that employed about 9,000 steel workers at that time, the corporate headquarters of 

Bethlehem Steel was in my district.  All the officers of the corporation basically lived in my 

district or right around that, and so all the white collar employees that you had that worked for 

the corporation, were also here.  So, in many ways it was a town that was driven by a single 

largest employer, which was Bethlehem Steel, which did not start to feel the repercussions and 

the problems that eventually led to its demise until the early stages, and that were about 1979. 

 

JT:  Okay.  What were some of the issues that were important to the constituents there? 

 

JMS:  Well, I think at that time everybody had, basically, a good life at that time.  That, in many 

ways, led to the demise of the company; it‟s that there was just too much given on both sides, so 

there weren‟t any pressing issues in terms of employment security that existed, lots of other 

places.  I found it amazing a couple times, when I started in the Legislature, my salary was 

15,600 dollars.  I went in and I campaigned in Van Bittner Hall, which is the United Steel 

Workers Hall – and there were three locals – I would talk with the guys that were there and they 

would laugh at me about only making that much money because they could work as a crane man 

doing a shift and a half or doing differential with working middle shift, they were making 29-

30,000 dollars at that time.  So, there were not the issues that you found in lots of other places in 

Pennsylvania.  I think people were fairly well-to-do as an overwhelming Democratic but very 

socially conservative at that time.  Some education concerns that people had, but, you know, 

even as we look at Pennsylvania today, when you look at everything south of the Appalachian 
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Mountains is really where there‟s still growth and there‟s still opportunities, as opposed to the 

other parts of the state.  And I think that was even true probably in the 1970s. 

 

JT:  Yeah.  So, you think that there were some major differences in the district then versus the 

district now? 

 

JMS:  Well, I think in terms of geography, the district the way it‟s structured makes absolutely 

no sense.  I looked at when the reapportionment was done after the 2000 census and I guess it 

eventually went to court and the court said that they were legitimate.  So, if these are legitimate, 

including the ones that are the Congressional seats in Pennsylvania now – there is no such thing 

as gerrymandering because that couldn‟t exist – but you have a district now, the district itself, I 

would say, in terms of its socio-economic positioning and how it‟s structured, because it goes 

from South Bethlehem and it takes in only two neighborhoods in South Bethlehem, goes across 

and takes what is North Bethlehem, but then finds its way through West Bethlehem into Lehigh 

County and goes into the city of Allentown in the eastern end.  So, I think that when I had the 

district it was much more homogenous, it was much easier to represent.  You have today, I just 

think that the district has changed in many senses.  Socio-economically, I think it is a lot less 

middle class than it once was.  I think that‟s true of the city.  It‟s obviously the eastern European 

population has died off significantly.  We have a very significant Hispanic population in the city 

which is approaching 20 percent.  The district takes in parts of east Allentown that have 

significant Latino population as well.  So, in that sense the district has changed significantly 

from what it was back in the 1970s. 
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JT:  Let‟s go back to when you were first elected.  Do you remember your first Swearing-In 

Ceremony? 

 

JMS:  It would be unforgettable. 

 

JT:  Yes.  Tell me about it. 

 

JMS:  Well, it was the most contentious one I think that there probably ever was in the history of 

the legislature.  The Democrats had lost control of the House in 1972 in the McGovern
2
 

landslide.  So, in 1974, again when I talked about that one of my opponents in the Primary had 

been recruited by Herb Fineman and the Leadership here, they had picked out about 20 seats that 

they thought they had a shot of winning, so, they had recruited people from across the state.  

Well, as we all know, Nixon resigns under Watergate in the summer of [19]74, and with that 

taking place, we knew it was going to be a significant Democratic year.  So, there wasn‟t much 

question that my seat was going to change back just because they didn‟t have a real legitimate 

opponent and because of the demographics.  Well, we ended up, I guess we came back with 115 

Democrats after that election and we won seats in places that I never thought, they never thought 

they were going to win in Delaware County, in those days.  So, I came out here for the first day, 

it was reorganization, and I came in and the first fight we were gonna have is over who was 

gonna be the Majority Whip.  And Jim Prendergast [James; State Representative, Northampton 

County, 1959-1978] who represented the 136
th

 district, who was next to me, Herb had decided he 

didn‟t want him around anymore, so he had selected Jim Manderino [James; State 

                                                 
2
 George McGovern, ran against Richard M. Nixon (U.S. President, 1969-1974) as the Democratic Party candidate 

in 1972.  Nixon defeated McGovern by the widest margin of any U.S. Presidential election in history.  
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Representative, Westmoreland County, 1967-1989; Speaker, 1989] to run against him.  So, I 

showed up and it was my first time in the Capitol building and I was handed a sheet as part of 

this Good Government ticket and told who I was supposed to vote for as a freshman.  And I 

guess it was Rusty Cowen was the staff person, and I said to him, I said, “Well, Jim Prendergast 

comes from Northampton County.  I‟m gonna vote for him.”  And he said, “Well, I think the 

Speaker wants to see you then.”  So, I came in and we had a discussion and I told him what I was 

gonna do and that was acceptable, but what happened was that after that was done, what Herb 

had done is he had replaced Marty Mullen [Martin; State Representative, Philadelphia County, 

1955-1982], who was chairman of the Appropriations Committee – and that wasn‟t an elected 

position; that was appointed by the Speaker – and he instead had picked Steve Wojdak [Stephen; 

State Representative, Philadelphia County, 1969-1976].  And then what happened was, is that 

Mullen obviously – and [Frank] Rizzo [Democratic Mayor of Philadelphia, 1972-1980], and if 

you remember at this time, Rizzo was mayor and so there was a great schism in the Democratic 

Party in Philadelphia.  So, you had Mullen and the people who were loyal to Rizzo decided they 

were going to support a Republican –  

 

JT:  Oh boy. 

 

JMS:  – for Speaker.  Then they decided not to do that, but instead Mullen announced that he 

was running for Speaker.  So, what we ended up with was two Democrats running against one 

another for Speaker and this was gonna be voted on out on the Floor.  So, we had 115 in our 

caucus.  We came in in the morning in the caucus and Leroy Irvis [K. Leroy; State 

Representative, Allegheny County, 1959-1988; Speaker, 1977-1978, 1983-1988] was the Leader 
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at that point, and said, “You know, we‟re not gonna have any speeches here.  We‟re just gonna 

let it go until we get up to the Floor.”  Herb Fineman prevailed but he needed about eight 

Republicans to vote for him in order to accomplish that.  I think he won with maybe about 107 

votes at that time.  But had he not had some Republicans vote for him at that point, would not 

have happened.  I mean it dragged out all afternoon.  It started at noon, because then we had to 

do temporary rules, but we had to go through that and then there were speeches on the floor, then 

the vote and the vote was a roll call vote, so each name was called and you got up and announced 

who you were voting for.  So, it took forever, but he did prevail, and then I remember that every 

Republican that did vote for him was stripped, I think, from everything from their typewriters to 

secretaries and everything else within a matter of weeks after that.  So, I think it was probably 

the most contentious one.  Certainly, I‟d never seen anything like that up to this point. 

 

JT:  Yeah.  What were your first impressions of the Capitol building itself? 

 

JMS:  I thought then and I still think today, and I‟ve seen lots of chambers, I think that it‟s the 

most magnificent one that exists anywhere in the country.  Absolutely magnificent, and I had 

never been in that until the day I came in for our reorganization meeting and I just was impressed 

with it at that time.  And as I said in my course of work, I‟ve done lots of things, so I‟ve seen lots 

of other capitol buildings, I don‟t think, in any other state, equals what we have here in 

Harrisburg. 

 

JT:  Do you remember who sat around you on the House Floor? 
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JMS:  Very well.  My first seat was 133.  Steve Reed [Stephen; State Representative, Dauphin 

County, 1975-1980], who today is still the mayor of Harrisburg [1982-2010], sat to my right and 

he and I had been involved with teenage Democrats and college young Democrats probably a 

decade before that, so he sat to one side and Russ Kowalyshyn [Russell; State Representative, 

Northampton County, 1965-1984] who came from Northampton County was on the other.  Bill 

McLane [William; State Representative, Lackawanna County, 1975-1978] who came from the 

city of Scranton, who eventually became my best friend in the House, was to my immediate left, 

and John Wansacz [State Representative, Lackawanna County, 1965-1972, 1975-1978] whose 

son, Jim [James; State Representative, Lackawanna County, 2001-2010], serves today, who also 

became a very good friend of mine; that was the first row.  Then we moved down behind the 

Leadership and McLane, Wansacz and I still ended up there.  Tommy McCall [Thomas; Carbon 

County, 1975-1981] who was the Speaker‟s [Keith R. McCall; State Representative, Carbon 

County, 1982-2010; Speaker, 2009-2010] father, who I shared an office with my in first term 

here, sat there as well, and Bernie O‟Brien [Bernard; State Representative, Luzerne County, 

1963-1980].  And then I moved again and I ended up, up front and people used to laugh and say 

it was like the corporate Democrats sat there.  So, it was me, Ted Stuban [State Representative, 

Columbia and Montour Counties, 1977-1992], Kenny Cole [Kenneth; State Representative, 

Adams and York Counties, 1975-1992] and Jim Goodman [James; State Representative, 

Schuylkill County, 1965-1966, 1969-1980] in the first row.  And Ralph Pratt [State 

Representative, Lawrence and Mercer Counties, 1975-1986] sat behind me.  I think I have a 

pretty good memory, so this all comes back to me, but I do remember the people who sat around 

me. 
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JT:  You said you did share an office with someone then? 

 

JMS:  When we came up here, nothing like it is today, especially when you‟re a freshman, the 

top floor of the Capitol building, which I guess is the sixth floor, I guess the fire marshal at some 

point condemned and they had to redo things, but my office was up there.  And it was a large 

room and there were seven legislators.  We had our desks around the walls and in the back, and 

we had three secretaries in desks that sat between the two rows and that was our office.  And if 

you needed a private conversation with somebody, there was a telephone booth in the corner and 

you went in there and closed the door and the secretary transferred the phone call into you.  And 

then, of course, there were private phone booths in the back of the House Chamber, back in the 

ante-room and a lot of the work was done there.  We really didn‟t have offices until my third 

term; then things started to improve with respect to that.  Just like we were never given anything 

for local legislative offices, so I ran as well to do that, but when you had your expense account 

which was 5,000 dollars in those days, all the expenses of running that legislative office I had 

came out of that as well. 

 

JT:  Was there anyone in particular that you saw as a mentor when you first came? 

 

JMS:  Well, again, I was a lot younger than a lot of the people who were here.  Two people 

really stand out who were great mentors to me.  One was Jim Prendergast, who I really got to 

know very well.  I mean, I knew of him growing up and Jim had served 18 years in the House.  

A great war hero, who won the Navy Cross in Saipan, where he lost his right arm, who came 

from Easton, who I think was one of the most well-read and well-versed members, not only in 
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terms of legislation, but the type of guy; I always saw him as a Renaissance man who was 

reading something and would sit on the Floor if he brought something with him.  So, he was one.  

The other wonderful man who I grew to love here was Joe Wargo [Joseph; State Representative, 

Lackawanna and Wayne Counties, 1949-1984] who served, I guess Joe served for 34 years and 

was the Caucus Secretary all three terms that I was here.  He took very good care of me.  You 

know, I think back in the worst time was the [19]77 budget when we couldn‟t pass that, and we 

weren‟t getting paid and we had no expenses and I really had no place to stay.  Joe Wargo stayed 

at the Holiday Inn in town here at that time, and he got a different room so had double beds, so 

he allowed me to stay with him.  I could work out of his office if I needed things, because you 

didn‟t have great staff, and he was just a wonderful, wonderful, man.  So, those two in particular, 

who were considerably older, you know, or of the generation before me, were two people that 

were very, very helpful. 

 

JT:  How was the camaraderie among the members, not even necessarily during session, but 

even after hours? 

 

JMS:  I think it was very good and I think it – sort-of being an observer of the Legislature since 

then – I don‟t think it exists anywhere near as well as it did then.  And the other thing that I think 

was so much better than is, it was bipartisan after you left the Legislature.  I had people in the 

Republican Caucus who I was very good friends with, who I socialized with – I don‟t think that 

exists today.  I think that there were certain haunts where everybody went afterwards and we 

went through the routine, but it was not one particular restaurant was a Democratic restaurant 

and another one was a Republican one.  Eventually, I think that changed, but that was not the 
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case when I was here.  It was good relationships, and I had great relationships with people who 

were in the Republican Leadership, I got along with.  You know, one of the bills that I sponsored 

to do away with the term which was then used for children with Down‟s Syndrome, Mongoloid – 

I mean, Jack Seltzer [H. Jack; State Representative, Lebanon County, 1957-1980; Speaker, 1979-

1980] was the Republican Speaker of the House, and I went up to him and asked him to be the 

second sponsor on the bill and he said, “You know, Mike, I really don‟t sponsor many bills.”  

And I said, “This would be very meaningful to me if you did.”  And he did, and Rick Cessar 

[Richard J.; State Representative, Allegheny County, 1971-1994] who was in Republican 

Leadership was somebody who I would meet for dinner or drinks somewhere afterwards and 

Snuffy Smith [L. Eugene; Indiana and Jefferson Counties, 1963-1986], and I‟d go through 

Warren Spencer [State Representative, McKean, Potter and Tioga Counties, 1963-1984]; lots of 

people in the Republican caucus, and I think that‟s attributable to some of those good people 

there.  I mean, there were people who were very partisan on both sides, but for the most part I 

never thought it was like anywhere near what it is today. 

 

JT:  Wow.  I‟d like to ask you a few questions about your House service.  During the time that 

you were in office, you were on a number of committees: Insurance, Education.  Did you have a 

favorite committee that you served on? 

 

JMS:  I think eventually, obviously, I made my way onto Appropriations. 

 

JT:  Okay. 
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JMS:  And for obvious reasons, that‟s more significant, I think, in terms of setting policy and 

priorities.  And with everything coming there and the requirement for fiscal notes, so that one 

probably, in particular.  I served on lots of different ones.  Federal-State Relations, I was on the 

first term which was created to give Jim Ritter [James; State Representative, Lehigh County, 

1965-1982] a committee after the vicious fight in the caucus.  Interesting, and I enjoyed 

Washington, not a whole lot that we did.  Education, I served on the Higher Education sub-

committee.  I was able to lead a Task Force, I chaired that on an investigation on the 14 state-

owned colleges.  Bill Shane [William; State Representative, Indiana, 1971-1976], who was the 

Chairman of that sub-committee, and eventually served in the PUC, was someone who appointed 

me to that.  So, he gave us the opportunity to go look at questions in higher education.  I worked 

very closely with Auditor General Bob Casey‟s office at that time, because he had raised a lot of 

concerns in audits that they had done.  And a lot of people dismissed that simply because it was 

Bob Casey and it was Milton Shapp [1971-1979] as Governor, and so the two of them had run 

against one another twice and this was just bad blood.  So, that it was a way to take the work that 

his auditor‟s had done and try to come back in and do something with it.  And the good thing is, 

when you came back in being a Democratic member, was that John Pittenger [State 

Representative, Lancaster County, 1965-1966, 1969-1970] was the Secretary of Education 

[1972-1977] under Governor Shapp, a former House member from Lancaster, and you were able 

to sit down with him and talk with him about what we had learned, what we thought needed to be 

corrected, and he implemented those things.  So, there wasn‟t a lot of enormous fanfare.  There 

was a lot of press when we were going through this, but it wasn‟t as if we came back with a 

whole list of things that needed to be corrected and then did it in a way that it was more or less a 

publicity stunt.  We met with him in this building [Irvis Office Building, Harrisburg], I think, it 
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may be where his office was at that time, and talked about the things that needed to be done.  

And it was things where money was being used, it was student activity money and student‟s 

money to really socialize, things to be done by the faculty, by the presidents and things like that, 

and the misuse of any number of funds. 

 

JT:  What were some of the legislation that you were involved in, either as a prime sponsor or 

just something that what was important to you? 

 

JMS:  Well, I think a number of those and, obviously, the one that I think sort-of the most 

significant thing that I did as the prime sponsor, was that in 1980 we passed the first 

comprehensive rewrite of the adoption laws in Pennsylvania in, I guess it was 63 years, from the 

last time that had happened.  That was a bill I had, I was a prime sponsor of, in that session, in 

1979 and [19]80, but I had been a cosponsor; Bill McLane had been the prime sponsor of the bill 

the previous two sessions.  We could never get it passed and my interest in that was, in my 

previous job when I was a teacher, I was at the Salisbury Area High School outside of 

Allentown, I had a colleague of mine who had waited and then adopted a child.  This would have 

been about 1973.  So, it was a private adoption, they had adopted the child, they had all of the 

paperwork done, as they believed, the physician was involved, they went and they adopted the 

child.  Turn around and about two years later, the natural mother has changed her mind and 

wants the child back.  This ends up in Lehigh County court and the court rules that the natural 

mother‟s rights are paramount to all this and that the child is going to be removed from the 

adoptive parents.  Having watched that and then learning more about this, because I served on 

the Health and Welfare Committee as well, and we had hearings about this and what you were 
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seeing is that this was, in a lot of ways, unique to Pennsylvania; that some of other states had 

taken steps to prevent these kinds of things from happening.  But what it was, there was no way 

to prevent this from happening.  So, what we eventually wrote into the Bill was that the child‟s 

rights have to be equal to the adoptive parents and to the natural parents and that before any 

adoption takes place, you‟re gonna have to go to court, there‟s got to be an attorney, if this is 

contested, but an attorney‟s gonna have to represent the child‟s rights and the judge is going to 

have to believe that the natural parents, or parent, depending on what it is, believes and 

understands what they‟re doing that they‟re forever waiving their rights.  Then it is signed at that 

point and then it cannot be overturned.  That was a very difficult thing for people to swallow.  

Attorneys were adamantly opposed to this because it was their belief that this would interfere 

with private adoptions.  The Catholic Conference was opposed to what we were doing because 

they handled almost all their adoptions, were private adoptions.  Welfare Rights Associations 

were opposed to it because they thought that this, somehow or another, was directed at minorities 

and that it would seek to take away the rights of a natural father with simply the natural mother 

doing it.  So, we were never able to move this forward.  And I guess, candidly I would say, this is 

that we lost, the Democrats lost, control of the House in the [19]78 election; when we came back, 

Joe Zord [Joseph; State Representative, Allegheny County, 1965-1980] was the Chairman of 

Health and Welfare, really a good guy who I served with, and he was the one who worked out 

the compromise to get this through.  So, we worked it out because it was – it went to the floor 

once, it was tabled and then it was sent back to committee to die.  But we went back to work on 

this and Joe made a commitment to do it, so when we worked it out there was an amendment 

which Matt Ryan [Matthew J.; State Representative, Delaware County, 1963-2003; Speaker, 

1981-1982, 1995-2003] was sponsoring at that time, which pretty much gutted this, but it went 
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up, they controlled it.  I ended up with 19, I think 19 of my Republican colleagues who voted 

with me on the amendment, so that was defeated.  And the bill was passed in the House with 

only one dissenting vote, and it went to the Senate and it was passed unanimously and then 

signed by Governor Thornburgh [Richard; 1979-1987].  So that to me was probably the most 

significant one.  I mean, other things that we worked on – when we think of the emergency 

preparedness today, that didn‟t exist when I got here.  Speaker Fineman appointed me to serve as 

one of the four chairs to do a study of that and I had the whole northern tier, northeastern through 

north central Pennsylvania, so all the things that are on the books today, came out of that; the 

office of State Fire Marshal.  I served on a Consumer Protection Committee the first year; the 

office of Consumer Advocate was established during that period of time.  And again, when I 

talked about the Down‟s syndrome legislation, as prime sponsor of that.  So, there were lots of 

things I think, that, and of course, restoration, you know, in the days we didn‟t have WAM‟s 

[Walking Around Money], and so if you needed funding for some program, you had to go 

through the non-preferred appropriations which took two-thirds votes to get passed.  So, I ended 

up getting money for the restoration of two historic buildings in Bethlehem, but that was like a 

three-year project to get that done as well, so.  It was the Sun Inn and the grist mill which today, 

are up and running in Bethlehem, you know, 25 years after the fact. 

 

JT:  Wow.  Would you say that the majority of the legislation that you proposed were 

constituent based? 

 

JMS:  No, I think that – and you learn some things the hard way with doing that – just a couple 

things that jump into my mind when a constituent comes to you and you and they have a really 
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good idea and you don‟t think it through and once you introduce the legislation so, I don‟t have 

to tell both stories, but the two both are related; somebody came to me and, if you can remember 

back in – well you wouldn‟t – but, in the [19]70s, we had the first grade gas crisis.  So, 

somebody came to me with a great idea, it seemed like that at the moment, that what we should 

do is, we should charge for a registration of our cars and our license plates based on the weight 

of cars and that therefore those that were more fuel efficient wouldn‟t have to pay as much and 

that somebody who had a very heavy, big truck or car would pay significantly more.  So, I 

figured okay, I would put this in and I got about eight or 10 co-sponsors and it took about six 

hours to hear from the United Steel Workers who reminded me that the heavier the car was, the 

more United States steel was in that automobile.  I never really pursued that piece of legislation 

after that.  So, there are some, I mean obviously, my interest in the adoption bill was from my 

personal experience.  And the same way with the Down ‟s syndrome.  People that had come to 

talk to me about that and people that I knew.  But I really tried to look at things in terms of, to 

co-sponsor something is to make a determination if it‟s something I understood.  The old rule 

was; never sign anything that‟s more than three pages, because you‟re never gonna read and you 

don‟t know what‟s actually gonna be in it.  But, I tried to look at things that way, as much as 

anything else. 

 

JT:  You were also involved with a number of issues related to, like as you mentioned, education 

and higher education.  One in particular was House Bill 1777 from 1977, which tried to have a 

minimum days in the school year and you were pretty vocal about that in the [House] Journals.  

Was that something that was very important to you, about establishing this particular minimum 

number? 
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JMS:  Well, what happened is, we have a minimum number of 180 days, which I think is still 

the law in the Commonwealth today, but it was at that time.  Well, I had come here as a teacher 

and the experience of that and the strikes that were going on and I guess what I had watched in 

the time that I taught, and to be candid about it is, no one ever really gets punished for a school 

strike, other than the students.  If you have 180 day rule, then you‟re gonna get paid for 180 days 

and the school district is going to get their subsidy –  

 

JT:  Right. 

 

JMS:  – for the full school year.  Well, a number of things that does it upsets extracurricular 

activities, but more important, if you have people who are seniors who are applying to college, 

which I watched first hand, you have a strike that now the first semester‟s not gonna end until 

three or four weeks after everybody else‟s.  Your grades are delayed, your applications to college 

are delayed, you lose the time over holidays or vacations, the opportunity to work and earn 

money, that you could go until June 30
th

 instead of being like the 7
th

 or 8
th

 of June, at that time, 

and so what I thought is, well, you know, if anybody else goes on strike there‟s a loss for both 

sides, not just the students.  So, what I had proposed was that if you go on strike, and I never 

believed in taking away the right to strike, but what I said is if you do go on strike, for every day 

you‟re on strike as an employee, you lose 1/180
th

 of your salary and the school district loses 

1/180
th

 of its subsidy.  So, there is no way that that money could be made up and so, the school 

year will end when it‟s supposed to be.  I had looked at other states, there were probably about 

seven or eight states that had days in the school year which were a lot less than the 180, so it was 
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not unique to doing it.  That caused quite a free-for-all on the House Floor when I proposed that 

as an amendment. 

 

JT:  Oh boy.  What were some of the obstacles that you came across when trying to get your 

legislation passed, whether it be on the House floor or if there was any struggle with Leadership, 

seniority? 

 

JMS:  I don‟t think I ever had any struggles with, necessarily, with Leadership.  I think on the 

adoption law, I had gotten that to the House Floor at one point and then had it where Leadership, 

at that point, and Jim Manderino decided, not understanding, I think, what I really was trying to 

do and the concerns that lawyers had, it was summarily sent back to committee.  And that 

disturbed me, obviously.  And there were a couple other times when you worked through the 

process and it got there and for reasons that were not always made clear to you, or if they were 

weren‟t necessarily acceptable, things just, you had worked months and months and months on 

something like this, and then it was simply sent back.  But, I always felt for the most part, you 

were given, by my Leadership, you probably were given a fair shot to do most things.  I know 

that I used to irritate them sometimes with some votes that I cast that they thought that I should 

not have, but philosophically, there were some things that I didn‟t believe in that we were 

looking to work on.  Landlord/tenant was one that comes to mind that I was successful in 

passing, overwhelmingly, amendments to a bill that Speaker Irvis was very interested in and 

presided over that day.  But, I mean, to his credit, and I had a good relationship with him, he 

came up to me the next day, and I think he also said it on the Floor on behalf, he talked about 

John Milliron [State Representative, Blair County, 1975-1978] and Joe Hoeffel [Joseph; State 
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Representative, Montgomery County, 1977-1984; U.S. Representative, 1999-2004] and I who 

had debated this, and Milliron and Hoeffel were on the other side and he had talked about that he 

thought that it was great that a new generation of people were here now talking about these 

things on the Floor.  And he came up to me as we were walking out of the caucus the next day 

and said, “Mike,” he said, “I really want to compliment on what you did.  You kicked the hell 

out of me,” he said, “and you cost me something that was important to me but,” he said, “I think 

you really did a good job on that and I just wanted to tell you that.”  So, a good relationship that I 

had with Leadership, and for the most part, I was there when my vote was needed with them, but 

there were certain times I just felt philosophically I couldn‟t do that. 

 

JT:  How rewarding was it to see your bills become Acts? 

 

JMS:  It was very rewarding, and particularly the one on adoption, because it just had taken so 

many years to do that and it was signed by Governor Thornburgh probably about 45 days before 

my career here ended, it was the end of my last term, it was in the early part of October in 1980 

when the bill was signed.  And to go through, having fought through everything in the House 

when I sat in Joe Wargo‟s office and listened – because we didn‟t have TV‟s then, we had the 

speakers – and I listened to the roll call in the Senate, and in those days, I don‟t think it‟s quite 

the same now, but when they called the roll call, “Are there any negative votes?”  And then they 

would say, “Go to the quick roll call.”  So, I was expecting a debate and they came right up and 

said, “Are there any negative votes?  We‟ll go to the quick roll call.”  That was the most 

rewarding day that I ever had in the Legislature, because when I knew that was done there it was 

not coming back to the House; it didn‟t have to go to conference; it was going to make its way to 
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the Governor‟s office.  And what I had done, I had gone to see Mrs. [Ginny] Thornburgh about 

this about a year ago, because she had adopted Governor Thornburgh‟s children from his first 

marriage after his wife was killed, and so I went out and I talked with her at the Governor‟s 

house about this.  So, I had sort of an ally in the Governor‟s office at that time and she was very 

helpful, so when that happened that was probably the most rewarding day. 

 

JT:  Wow.  Was there a typical session day? 

 

JMS:  Well, some things, I think, have changed.  We were all required to be here for one o‟clock 

roll call on Monday afternoon.  We all then went to caucus.  And the amazing thing is, 

everybody went to caucus and we didn‟t need to be induced with food or whatever else that 

sometimes have happened in the years since then.  But people went in Monday afternoon, we 

would spend three, four hours in caucus and Speaker Irvis was the one that, I think, put it best.  

He said, “You know what?  This is the one place you can appear stupid and get away with it, or 

be ignorant of what‟s in legislation.”  Because what we used to do, every prime sponsor for 

every bill got up and explained what was in and what we were gonna vote on that week and then 

took questions and answers.  So, if you study things over the weekend – I used to go and meet 

with the guys from Lehigh County on Saturday mornings and review bills with them before we 

came in to vote, but that was like the second review of that.  So you‟d finished that, you wouldn‟t 

go back to the Floor.  And then what Speaker Fineman had instituted at that point was 9:30 roll 

call that no one ever wanted to do.  They had never done that before, every day started at one 

o‟clock.  But it was usually 9:30, we would go in and we would be in session probably until five 

o‟clock in the afternoon.  Wednesday‟s the same way, although probably end a little bit earlier in 
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the afternoon than we would have done on a Tuesday.  We also were in session a lot more than 

they are today.  I‟m not sure if we got anything more accomplished in that time frame, but there 

were some years that we probably 160 to 175 days in session.  And I also think that, and I guess I 

don‟t know what too many of the current guys do, you know, try to make comparisons, the floor 

was much more orderly.  People listened to debate.  We didn‟t need headsets to do that, and I 

think that Fineman and Irvis and Seltzer who were the three Speakers, they ran a tight ship and 

they just, you know, whoever was speaking was entitled to be heard and that was the rule and 

that was enforced.  And, you know, watching it after that, I know that Matt Ryan probably did 

the same thing.   

 

JT:  Right.  

 

JMS:  I just think over the years is that just all changed for lots of different reasons and I think 

that, you know, the laptops on the desks and the ability to if you want to listen in, put a headset 

on, and if you don‟t, you don‟t have to.  I think all those things have changed.  So, I think most 

of the days in session were very productive days. 

 

JT:  Speaking of the laptops on the desks; since you‟ve left office there‟s been a number of 

technological changes on the House.  Everyone has a computer; there‟s also the continual video 

stream that people can watch, the PCN [Pennsylvania Cable Network].  Do you have an opinion 

on if this is too much or if it‟s a good thing? 
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JMS:  I think in a sense, I think it‟s very good for the public and I think that, we were, I guess it 

was in my second or third term, we were the first ones that ever allowed the cameras into the 

Chamber.  The Senate didn‟t do that forever after that, for a long period of time.  So, I think 

there‟s a real advantage to that in terms of anybody that wants to look in across the state to see 

what‟s going on and to have that.  I do that today sometimes in my office to look at things.  But, 

I think in terms of listening to the debate, I think that detracts from it.  And I‟ll be very honest 

with you; I think in the time that I was here that during debate the people‟s minds were changed 

by debate.  I‟m not sure that that happens today.  I think a lot of, you know, that we come in and 

we have a preconceived notion, but there are lots of times when I listened to people where I 

thought I was going to vote a certain way and ended up doing the opposite and I think most 

people would have said the same thing. 

 

JT:  Yeah.  Did you have a relationship with the media, specifically in your district? 

 

JMS:  I had two newspapers in the city of Bethlehem, one being the Globe-Times, which was an 

afternoon newspaper, which had probably a pretty significant subscription in the city.  The 

Morning Call which still exists today, the Allentown Morning Call was the morning newspaper 

which had a Bethlehem bureau and had a Harrisburg bureau.  I had, I thought, a good 

relationship with the reporters who were here from the Morning Call.  I never really had 

anything with the local office of the Morning Call.  I did have with the reporters at the Globe-

Times.  I do know that if I had a press release of something I was gonna do, I usually gave it to 

the Globe-Times first, because I thought it would be much wider circulation, that people would 

get that.  With that said, I think the thing it is surely missing today in the Lehigh Valley with the 
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demise of lots of newspapers is there were lots of investigative reporters worked at the Globe-

Times and I‟ll tell you what, you didn‟t get a pass on anything and no one cared what personal 

relationship you had or however you dealt with anybody is, that John Strohmeyer was the editor, 

Don Taylor was the publisher – straight arrows – and everything was going to be done the way 

they wanted to and they didn‟t care what relationship you may have had with any given 

reporters.  But it probably was a pretty good relationship but I, you know, I got my turn in the 

barrel as well –  

 

JT:  Sure.  

 

JMS:  – with them and when they thought it was deserved. 

 

JT:  What would you say was your favorite aspect of the job? 

 

JMS:  I think voting on legislation and being there and understanding that you could bring about 

change, and hopefully, meaningful change.  I don‟t think there‟s any aspect of it I didn‟t like.  I 

truly enjoyed the campaigning.  In the years that I wasn‟t running, in the off years, because you 

run every other year, but I used to go out and go door-to-door when I wasn‟t running.  And I‟d 

just go up to people and knock on the door, give them a card and tell them I was there but I 

wasn‟t up for reelection, but I wanted to see what interest they had or concerns or anything else 

about me.  And most people were so dumbfounded, because no one had ever done that they were 

really pleasant conversations.  So, voting on the legislation was probably best.  Constituent 

service, which I took great pride in trying to do, I did that all myself, I mean, you know, we 
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didn‟t have the staff to do that, so if I picked up people‟s birth certificates, I came home on 

Wednesday nights and I drove to people‟s homes and delivered those to them or anything else 

like that.  And I enjoyed doing that.  So, I think it was a rewarding job and there probably isn‟t 

any aspect of it I didn‟t like. 

 

JT:  Oh, good, good.  Why did you leave? 

 

JMS:  The office of the United States Congressman was the draw in there.  Fred Rooney
3
, who 

was also a mentor to me, was the Congressman for eight terms, who lost in 1978 and when, if 

you think back to [19]74 when the Democrats overwhelmingly took the House, the Republicans 

came back and did the same thing to us in [19]78.  We lost 18 seats in the House – and Fred 

Rooney – and across the country Democrats lost.  Bad year when Thornburgh was elected, and 

he [Rooney] was defeated in 1978.  And I made, candidly, I had made a decision at that point, 

looking at that 1979, that either I was going to move up or I was going to move out.  And a lot of 

that was financial consideration.   Annette and I had two young sons, at that point, and it was 

getting increasingly difficult, more difficult to do this and I had made the commitment to be full 

time so, in fact, I was that; and so, I made a determination not to run for reelection and run for 

Congress.  Funny thing that Leroy Irvis said to me, he said, “I don‟t understand why you‟re 

doing this,” he said, “because you won so big the last two times.  You got a Democratic district,” 

he says, “You can stay here as long as you want.”  And I said, “I have.”  So, I ended up running 

in the four-way Primary, lost, and so I was out of the Legislature.  But, it wasn‟t that I didn‟t 

                                                 
3
 Fred Rooney (D) served as a Democrat for the Pennsylvania State Senate from 1959-1963 and a U.S. 

Representative from 1963-1979. 
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enjoy being here; but it was a consideration of either to move up or to move out.  And I felt that 

if you weren‟t going take on an incumbent Congressman the first time you run for reelection, it 

becomes increasingly difficult to unseat them, the longer that goes on, and that was the 

consideration that lead to it. 

 

JT:  What have you been doing since then and do you think that your experience in the House 

was beneficial to your career? 

 

JMS:  Well, I mean, absolutely it was.  When I left the Legislature, I had no prospects for 

employment.  The Primary, thank God, was even early, was in April of 1980 in the Presidential 

year, so I had more time to work on that.  And I had several opportunities, but Air Products and 

Chemicals was in the process of establishing a state government affairs organization that they 

had never had up to that point.  And so, I went and interviewed for that and it was a long drawn 

out process, probably starting in June and went until early October, and then I was hired by them.  

I went to work for them for three years and then the Justice Department of the United States 

decided to break up the Bell System, and so AT&T, all of the people who had worked in 

government affairs in Harrisburg worked for Bell of Pennsylvania, so all of them were staying 

what was going to become Bell of Pennsylvania/Bell Atlantic and AT&T had no presence, so I 

was sought out by the people at AT&T and I went down and interviewed with them and I started 

with them on December 1, 1983, one month before the Bell System was broken up.  I just 

completed my 25
th

 anniversary with the company.  I started here in Harrisburg in the government 

affairs office with AT&T in the end of [19]83.  [19]85 I went to Washington to be the regional 

director of government affairs for AT&T, so I administrated and handled things at the state level 
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but I also did lobbying with the Congressional delegation, a number of whom I served with here 

at that time.  I was in the Washington office for about 10 years and then I was asked to go back 

to corporate headquarters in New Jersey, which I did.  And I worked a number of administrative 

positions and management positions there into 2000, I guess into the year 2000.  And then I was 

named as President of AT&T for New Jersey in 2000, and then I added the position of President 

of AT&T of Pennsylvania, I think in 2003, and since then that‟s grown and so, today, I am 

president of AT&T for the Middle Atlantic region, which is six states and the District of 

Columbia. 

 

JT:  Great.  And you think that your experience in the House, were you able to use some of those 

experiences in your career? 

 

JMS:  Obviously, I think that it is, and I think that the ability to understand how the system 

works from the inside is very important if you‟re going to do it from the outside.  I think that to 

think like a politician, to look at things from the perspective, not necessarily of the business but 

to look at it as you would as if you were one of the people voting on something, makes a 

significant difference.  And I think, obviously, that lent itself to working for a company like 

AT&T, because, I mean, we are much less regulated today and hopefully are reaching a point 

where we won‟t be regulated anymore.  But at that time, you had our company, really, when you 

thought about a business plan and whatever else, it really was driven by government and the 

relationship you had with government, and so we needed to do is to bring that kind of expertise.  

So, when I joined the company here in Harrisburg, I thought it was interesting that they hired me 

and they hired a number of people in other states and what they said was, “We can teach 



32 

 

somebody about our industry but we can‟t take somebody from our industry and teach them 

about government, if they don‟t understand it that way.”  So, I think it obviously was an 

advantage to both being hired, for both of those positions, and I think over the years the 

experience here served me well in all the other things that I‟ve done. 

 

JT:  Absolutely.  What do you think was the most important issue that you were involved with 

while you were in the House?  And in addition to that; what do you think is the most important 

issue that the Pennsylvania Legislature is covering today? 

 

JMS:  Interesting, because it relates to fiscal responsibility.  In the last year I was here – and I‟ll 

tell you how this ties in now, at least something I‟m working on; we had reached a debt in the 

unemployment compensation fund of a billion dollars – we‟re talking about a billion dollars in 

1980.   

 

JT:  Yeah. 

 

JMS:  Nothing had been done about that for decades.  It was essentially broke.  The debt was 

owed to the federal government, which if you, then, as an employer, with that much being owed, 

you can‟t deduct what your paying to the state from the federal payment.  It was probably a 

brutal nasty fight, which took a long period of time.  There were probably nine of us in the 

Democratic caucus that voted to bring about the reform.  Nobody in labor was happy with that; 

business wasn‟t necessarily happy with that.  We had to decrease benefits and we had to increase 

taxes.  But we did that then.  Four years later, I think, they took a step back and they tried to 
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make something that was agreeable to everybody which has been in place now.  Governor 

Rendell [Edward; 2003-2011], probably 12 weeks ago, asked me to serve and appointed me to 

the Commission that oversees Unemployment Compensation.  We‟re back in the same 

predicament, only worse at this time.  And I think that what it is, if you look at the biggest issue 

at that time – and I guess I have an even greater appreciation now that I‟m on city council as well 

– too many people think of issues that simply get us by the next election.  The fiscal house of 

cards that we‟re seeing on the national level and here and I see at the state level, is brought about 

by decades of people not taking responsibility for what needed to be done from a financial 

standpoint and this is going to get a lot worse.  Unemployment compensation is just one example 

that I use just because it‟s relevant and I‟m gonna be back out here next week for the second 

meeting of that Commission.  But I‟ve talked with people within our company who run our 

system who say to me that the debt and, that the deficit is just beyond comprehension of where 

we are and we look at the deficit‟s running now with the Governor‟s talking about, the short fall, 

in this – now, I voted against it, but in city council, we passed the budget at the end of December, 

which I think is totally devoid of reality, that the assumes that you‟re gonna take – I think it‟s out 

of whack by five or six million dollars, that‟s probably 10 percent.  And you‟re seeing that 

everywhere and I just think that that‟s the biggest issue that‟s facing everybody now.  And either 

we‟re all going to own up to what needs to be done and make decisions that you‟re either going 

to correct this for the long run or, maybe those of us will be gone at that point, but it‟s gonna be 

somebody else‟s problem and the system is not gonna be solved, and Pennsylvania has lots of 

other challenges in terms of its finances, in our aging population – second oldest population in 

the country – the migration out of western Pennsylvania, of jobs, we still have the greatest 

educational institutions, I think, anywhere in the country, but people don‟t stay here.  I think 
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that‟s another enormous problem.  You know, we hire, obviously, a tremendous amount of 

engineers to work in our laboratories.  I was out at the University of Pittsburgh, this is probably 

three years ago, and we‟re a significant contributor to that school and engineering and programs.  

And I went and there were 12 people who were going to graduate with their doctorates in that 

class.  At least eight of them were natives of Pittsburgh, but nobody was gonna stay there.  And 

that‟s the other biggest challenge that this state has, is what can we do that keeps people who 

grew up here coming back here working in this state, and what draws people to come into all the 

great academic institutions we have that when they‟re finished with that they don‟t take that back 

to their home states or their home countries, but they have a vested interest in the city‟s here, and 

I think those are probably biggest challenges. 

 

JT:  Thank you for sharing.  I like to ask each of the Representatives that I talk to if they have a 

particular story that not too many people know, whether it be funny or sad or interesting.  Is there 

an anecdote that you can think of during your time in the House? 

 

JMS:  Well there‟s some of them, I don‟t know if we can put all these as part of this.  You‟ve 

probably heard this from other people, but again, I guess I‟m quoting Irvis more than most other 

people, but when we all first got here as freshmen, he said, “You‟re gonna get here on your first 

day and you‟re gonna look at this Chamber, which is absolutely magnificent, and you‟re going to 

realize that you‟re only one of 203 people out of 12 million Pennsylvanians that are here, and 

you‟re gonna say to yourself, „How did I get here?‟” he said, “And then you‟re gonna be here six 

months with your colleagues, and you‟re gonna say, „How did they get here?‟”  And so, there‟s 

some truth to that; there were some great characters that were here, you know, I think back to 
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“Speedo” Valicenti [A. Joseph; State Representative, Allegheny County, 1969-1978], who was 

the chairman of the Labor Committee when I was here, who was from Allegheny County.  

[19]77 we couldn‟t pass the budget, lots of things; he was out carrying picket signs: “Legislators 

Want Paid,” which made the front page of the Inquirer, that everyone thought was funny.  Then 

the welfare rights organization took over the Rotunda, so we couldn‟t come in except for one 

way, Prendergast got attacked on the way in, and then it just was, I don‟t know if it‟s funny or 

sad, but it just epitomized everything that went on, is we simply couldn‟t pass this.  We started in 

April, we passed it August 21.  So, it went through that and the culmination of all of it was, just a 

free for all fist fight on the floor of the House on about the 15
th

 of August, and the amazing thing 

was, it wasn‟t a Democratic/Republican fight, it was all Democrats who started this and, of 

course, that was probably about three months after we voted to put the cameras in the Chamber, 

so everyone in Pennsylvania got to see that any number of times.  So, lots of things that went on, 

but that was, in many ways, the most frustrating time that I ever went through and it sort-of 

culminated in all that. 

 

JT:  How would you like your tenure in the House to be remembered? 

 

JMS:  I would hope that people would think that I took on issues that were not necessarily ones 

that came from special interests.  There wasn‟t any special group that was trying to push for lots 

of things that I supported, in terms of the school strike.  I certainly did not endure myself to 

either the school board association or PSEA, of which I once been a member.  But I would hope 

that in the overview of that, the people would look at, if anybody ever bothers to look at this, but 

that I did things for the most part based on what I thought was right and I voted that way and I‟ve 
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tried to do that on city council.  I said when I left both places I had a lot fewer friends when I left 

here than when I came, in terms of people voting for me.  But, I think if you can leave and 

believe that you did most of the things you did because you thought they were the right things to 

do and there‟s some votes that I cast where there were three or four people who voted the way I 

did.  But I could live with that, because I think there were few votes I ever cast that I would ever 

say that I did for reasons other than perhaps that. 

 

JT:  Final question for you: do you have any advice for individuals who are interested in a career 

in public service? 

 

JMS:  Well, I mean, as John Kennedy [United States President, 1961-1963] once said, he 

thought it was the noblest of professions.  I think it is a noble profession.  I think there are lots of 

people who don‟t look at it that way, but that‟s probably true of any segment of our society.  I 

would encourage people to do it.  I don‟t think there‟s enough people who participate in the 

process anymore.  I think that, you know, as the press becomes less and less significant, a lot of 

people are able to co-op the system in other ways to give back to their constituencies.  But I think 

there‟s an opportunity to serve.  I don‟t think it should be a life‟s career.  I‟ve come to 

understand over the last 30 years, that when I ran to be a full time legislator, I was probably 

mistaken about that.  I look at other Legislatures across the country where people come in and 

they serve for 90 days or 60 days and they leave, which means that they have another profession, 

another career.  And I think that if we had government service, at least at the state level and local 

level that allowed that to happen, more people would participate.  And I think that there ought to 

be a cross-section of people in the Legislature; that we all aren‟t here just because this is our only 
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job and what we‟re doing.  So, I would absolutely encourage people to do it, to consider doing it 

for a set period of time, to make that commitment, and then go back on to doing something else 

or what they did before.  But, I‟m not saying that I‟m in favor of term limits, but what I‟m 

suggesting is, I think that if there was a logical turnover of people, we get new ideas and new 

people coming in, fresh blood, it does make a difference.  And if we encourage people to do that, 

then I think our government‟s well-served by them. 

 

JT:  Good.  Representative Schweder, I would like to thank you very much for participating. 

 

JMS:  It was a great pleasure and honor to be with you, Jesse. 

 

JT:  Thank you for sharing your stories and good luck with everything. 

 

JMS:  Thank you very much. 

 

JT:  Thank you.   


