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Penny Newman 
 
 

Judith:  Today is Tuesday, December 6th, 2011 and I am Judith Auth speaking with Penny 
Newman at the Center for Community Action and Environmental Justice.  And also in the room is 
Cherstin Lyon.   
 
 Well we're going to start back in your childhood.  Can you share with us any early childhood 
and family experiences that may have shaped your environmental involvement? 
 
Penny:  I grew up in a little city called Perris, just to the south of us.  It's a small town.  
Everybody was involved in things.  My parents were involved with the church and activities around the 
city throughout my time growing up.  Not so much the environmental piece, but certainly 
understanding what community meant.  And I was really taught that the community can only be what 
people in the community make it, and so you have an obligation to be involved and to participate. So 
that teaching from my parents was really I think key to my understanding that I had a role to play in our 
community. It wasn't until much later that I got into the environmental piece of it.  
 
 My mother was actually the first female Mayor of the City of Perris, so I come by my activism 
and involvement in politics honestly. 
 
Judith:  Do you see a relationship between your political values and your views on the 
environment? 
 
Penny:  Yes, I think my view on the environment comes from my political and social 
involvement as well, 'cause we really look at the environment as everything around us.  It's not just 
protecting land or conservation areas and preservation of land.  But it looks at the environment from the 
perspective of families.  And so it brings us into a discussion of the environment as it fits into the social 
fabric of the society. 
 
Judith:  So you were discussing the environment in terms of the total social and geographical 
environment, and the influence that your political thinking had on your environmental actions.  
Likewise, do you see a relationship between your spiritual values and your views on the environment? 
 
Penny:  You know, I grew up in the Congregational Church in Perris, and all through high 
school I had perfect attendance.  While I was at church camp I was voted the most cooperative, which I 
find hilarious today.  So it played a very strong role.  My parents were trustees in the church, and, you 
know, that was very much a center of our involvement.  So I really believed that what I ended up 
choosing to do, and how I ended up in this place, is a result of my spiritual background, and what I 
believed  my church taught and believed, I was carrying out that mission.   
 
 As I got in more deeply into the various battles, I found that I was actually asked to leave the 
church because I was making the Stringfellow family uncomfortable.  So there are sacrifices in 
standing up for what you think is right.  Sometimes you confront people in powerful places, and the 
consequences arise in strange places. You have to make a choice.  And I guess that's when principles 
become really critical and you find out how strong your faith is...  how strong your principles are-- 
when it's hard. 
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Judith:  Do you have any favorite stories or works of literature that you think shaped your views 
on the environment? 
 
Penny:  You know, I think I came about the work on the environment through personal 
experience, when we discovered the Stringfellow acid pits.  I think a life-changing moment was when, 
in 1978, we had really heavy rains in Southern California, and the site itself, a toxic waste site of open 
pits, ponds and lagoons with toxic chemicals in them, elevated above our community, began to fill up 
and overflow.   
 
 And it was at that point that the State decided to pump out more than a million gallons of toxic 
chemicals into the community, and they didn't tell us about it.  And so for five days I was sending my 
two boys off to school, directly below the site, and was not given the information I needed to make a 
decision for my children.  And that's really what sparked it.  It was that anger at being denied the 
information … basic information ... so that I could make decisions about what I wanted my children 
exposed to, and not the government making that decision for me.   
 
 And so that's how I really got involved in environmental health issues.  It was that personal 
discovery, and the disillusionment in government itself, in that people were making decisions about my 
family, and I had nothing to say about it.  So that's why I think our particular focus on the environment 
merges the social justice piece with the environmental piece.  And it makes it rather unique I think for 
this area.   
 
Judith:  You've been a woman on a mission ever since that moment when you understood what 
was happening, but you've done a lot of other traveling.  Would you tell us about some of your favorite 
hobbies, or leisure activities?  (Laughing) 
 
Penny:  A very big mix.  My travels … one of the things that I often hear people tell young 
people is that ‘you should live your dream’.  You know, dream and go after it.  Well, I really don't 
think you should limit yourself to what you can dream, because there's no way I could have imagined 
that I would be where I'm at now, or have had the experiences I've had in just following what I could 
dream. I believe that you have to leave yourself open and take advantage of the opportunities that come 
before you, and be brave enough to take that leap of faith and try it.  And I think that's when life really 
becomes fulfilling.  I mean, when you really look beyond what you could possibly dream.   
 
 And you know, I started out … I was going to be a teacher - my background is as a speech and 
language pathologist, so I'm really away from anything I was looking to do.  (Laughing)  And it's really 
created a very rich and deep life.   
 
 I've had an opportunity to travel all over the country and visit with some of the most courageous 
and brave people that you could ever imagine.  They're people who don't have money, that are 
struggling against some of the biggest obstacles from, poverty and just trying to put food on the table.  
But they still are brave enough to stand up for what is right.  And it's just awe inspiring to see that.   
 
 So I've gotten to go all over the United States, and then to Mexico, and China, and India, and 
Russia, and Cuba, and meet people just like us, that are struggling to make a good life for their 
families.  And you know, that's just been amazing. So I love to travel, and we try to travel as much as 
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possible on any free time that I have.  (Laughing)   
 
 One of the things that I try to do every year, and haven't for the last couple of years, is go to 
Baja,  Mexico and visit the whales. The gray whales in the birthing lagoons of San Ignacio half way 
down Baja.   And actually get to pet them and touch them.  They come right up to the boats.  And 
there's nothing more inspiring to protecting the environment than to come in contact with another 
species that is so open to making contact with you, and communicating in the way that they can.  And 
trusting you with their babies.  I mean, they'll put the babies on the mother's back and lift them up so 
that you can pet them.  It's just so amazing!     
 
 So, that's really an experience.  And I try to provide that opportunity to people.  We take small 
groups down … usually women … to go down for just five days, seven days, and have that experience. 
To really see what Mexico's really like, and interact with people.  We don't just fly in and fly out, but 
really get to know people.  And that's what I love to do.  That refreshes me a lot.  Getting to meet other 
people.   
 
Judith:  You mentioned that you were set on this course quite by a coincidence with the 
Stringfellow acid pits overflowing.  What influences … personal, cultural or social … have shaped 
your environmental work?  What gave you the tools and the direction that you chose? 
 
Penny:  When we started with this, again it was a personal thing that impacted us.  I think that's 
what everyone goes with, what touches you personally.  So it was such a big transformation in 
changing the direction in what I thought my life was going to be, that coming in contact with other 
people in the community who also felt the way I did, and going through that struggle.  Of having to 
begin to demystify the science, because the first thing we confronted were those multi-syllable words  
… the names for chemicals.  You know, like perichlorobenzenesulphonic acid.  I mean, who comes 
across that?  Or what the heck does that mean?   
 
 So I remember a group of us housewives sitting at a dining room table with the reports open, 
and a dictionary nearby, just so we could translate what was going on.  But the thing we learned out of 
that was that what we brought to the table was common sense.  And that plays a big role, and it's really 
missing in a lot of agencies.  So we had kind of a heads up on that.  I mean, a little bit of an advantage 
of applying everyday common sense and knowing the community and having that community wisdom.  
That really gave us the ability to be ahead of the agencies, which was an interesting discovery.   
 
 And so, having confidence in ourselves and learning that we do know things.   And, you know, 
back in '78 all of the agencies were run by men.  We were looked at as ‘hysterical housewives’ who 
were just over-reacting.  You know, the experts were telling us everything was fine.  That even 
releasing the chemicals into the community-- it was mixed with floodwaters you know, from the rain 
water--so it was diluted.  It couldn't possibly be a problem.  
 
 And that just didn't make sense to us.  We figured that the companies had to spend extra money 
to dump it and that's like didn’t make sense--it shouldn't be flowing through the elementary school.  
And we were told that these minor exposures in the community were nothing compared to worker 
exposures.  And yet, you know, we knew we had kids.  Kids react to things differently.  And they're 
more susceptible in many ways.  The workers aren't out there eating dirt (laughing) in the playground, 
or getting it on their hands and then eating a peanut butter sandwich, you know, the things kids do.  So 
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by applying that common sense, I think we brought a new perspective to environmental pollution and 
exposures.   
 
 And as we went along ... 'cause we were very stubborn … people began to see we were right.    
And after a few years of being harassed and called names, and laughed at, and ridiculed, we began to 
earn the respect of others.  In fact, just a couple of months ago I ran into a former publisher for The 
Press-Enterprise, and he came up to me at an event and he said, “I want to apologize to you.  You 
know, for two years we didn't cover what you were doing, and didn't take you seriously. We just simply 
didn't do our due diligence.”  And he said, “It was bad journalism, and it was an insult to you.  And I 
want you to know that it taught me a big lesson, and I'm really, really sorry that we didn't take it 
seriously from the beginning.” 
 
 That meant a lot.  But it was in the day … you know, in 1978 and the '80s, where people didn't 
take women seriously, and it was a big battle.  And for those of us working in the community, I think 
this was the woman’s movement for working class women.   
 
Judith:  Did you have any role models? 
 
Penny:  You know, we didn't, because we were the first in line.  (Laughing)  There were a 
number of other communities that we connected with-- Lois Gibbs from Love Canal.  We read about 
things happening around toxic dumps in Love Canal, and so we made the connection with Lois, and 
exchanged ideas, and you know, “we tried this and it didn't work, so if you're gonna do it, you might 
want to try something else.” 
 
 So we did a lot of comparing notes.  And that's where the strength came from, these other 
women and these different areas, facing similar challenges.  Because until then there wasn't a 
movement in working class communities on the environment.  I mean, it just wasn't there.  The 
environmental movement was primarily white males.  And working on things that didn't really resonate 
with local communities. 
 
Judith:  You mentioned briefly the incident that prompted your response.  Would you elaborate 
on that and tell us what year it was, and what you were doing, and where your children were? 
 
Cherstin: Oh, can I add to that?  On how you got these women together in the process of building 
this group of women?                                   
 
Penny:  In 1978s when we had really heavy rain, the Van Buren Bridge washed out.  I mean, it 
was a mess!  And it was at that time at this site, which is open pits, ponds and lagoons that the 
companies would come in and dump their liquid hazardous waste into it, just nonchalant …  I mean, it 
was on the honor system.  The place was not fenced.  They had access 24/7, so they'd just come in and 
they'd write down what they were dumping.  And it was usually ‘acid waste’, is what they would put 
down, and that's why it got the name The Acid Pits.  But it was a wide gamut of chemicals from heavy 
metals to pesticides (like DDT) to volatile organic (like solvents).  So there's just this myriad of 
chemicals that were all co-mingled together. 
 
 And the technology at the time was ‘solar evaporation’, so they basically dumped the liquid into 
the ponds, and then let it evaporate off.  Well, when you have volatile organic chemicals, like the 
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solvents, they transfer from a liquid phase to a gas phase into the air.  So we had for many years been 
breathing all the fumes, as well as the direct contact through the overflows.  I think the key moment 
was with that filling up of the site in '78, and heavy rains during about a two year period … off and on 
… where it became very clear the site was unstable and vulnerable.  That as it was filling up, the dam,  
the main dam holding back 34 million gallons of toxic chemicals,  was threatening to break.   
 
 And so it was under those conditions that the Santa Ana Regional Water Quality Control Board 
decided that they needed to relieve the pressure on that dam by pumping out a million gallons of 
chemicals  into the community.   
 
 Again, they thought that after it went 200 feet, it would sanitize itself--by some strange theory 
(laughing) that they had.  
 
 And so it was when the Superintendent at the School found out about what was going on (by 
accident) … he wasn't informed formally either … he decided they had two options.  They could either 
close the school down during this crisis, but if they did that they'd lose their ADA … the Average Daily 
Attendance money.   
 
 The other option was to set up an evacuation plan.  So he told the staff in a private meeting … 
that if you hear two bells, to take the kids down to the buses to be taken out of the area.  If you hear 
three bells it will be too late…the dam will have broken...put the kids on top of the desks and hope for 
the best.  The staff was also instructed:  You're not to tell the parents under threat of their job.   
 
 Luckily, because I had been an Instructional Aide at the school … I was doing some volunteer 
work, and then as I got my degrees and what not, I was substitute teaching, and had a pretty close 
relationship there.  The staff started telling parents.  You know, they didn't want responsibility for thirty 
kids under those circumstances. 
 
Judith:  What was the relationship of the school to the dam? 
 
Penny:  The school … The Glen Avon Elementary School is on Pyrite Street, the same street as 
the dump site … the toxic site.  And it's about a quarter a mile below it, directly below it … so anything 
coming from that canyon … it's a box canyon elevated above the community … anything coming out 
of there goes right down to that school.  So it is clearly the most impacted.  It also flooded yards, and 
inundated homes, and stuff, because we don't have curbs.  It's a rural area.  So it all just kind of flowed 
down through the area.   
 
 Once the parents found out, they started asking questions.  We saw a few things happening.  
Parents would report that tennis shoes were falling apart, or the Levi's were disintegrating.  And one 
child had splashed water in his eyes and required medical treatment.  So we knew, you know … we 
would never in a million years imagine that toxic chemicals were going to be flowing through the 
community.  And most of us … well, we'd heard of Stringfellow and didn't have any idea of what it 
really was.  We just assumed that the agencies in charge of it were taking care of it.  And I think that's 
the approach most people have, you know, that while the system's there, they'll take care of it … you 
know, if it's important, they'll let us know.   
 
 Well, (laughing) There's no doubt that's not the case!!  It seemed like panicking the public was a 
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bigger concern than whether people were exposed.  And again it was an earlier time.  I don't think there 
was the recognition of the impacts of chemicals on people to the level that we now understand. 
 
Judith:  Did you choose who to confide in?  Did you have people come to you as a source point? 
 
Penny:  We just started … you know … It took a while 'cause I think at first when we heard 
what was happening there was this disbelief.  It couldn't possibly be the case.  And so it took a while to 
really process what was going on.  And then when we started investigating more, we found that well, 
yeah … they did do that!   
 
 Then it was like … Whoa!  Wait a minute!  What happens the next time the rain comes?  … 
You know … we're gonna go through this again!  Is it safe to have our kids at the school?  … You 
know … and a lot of questions, so some of the moms in the community just started talking about it.  I 
mean, the people who were involved in the PTA and the Cub Scouts, and Little League, and you know, 
so those moms were the ones who started talking and comparing notes, and sharing their concerns.   
 
 And so they pulled together a group of people, and came up with the name: Concerned 
Neighbors in Action -- this rag tag little neighborhood group, and just started having informal meetings 
to discuss … Okay … what's real?  What have you heard?  What  do you know … and starting to 
investigate it.  And these were people who already knew each other, and it was just another forum in 
which we were discussing things.  
 
Judith:  What was the biggest obstacle that you encountered to organizing an opposition, or an 
education of the public? 
 
Penny:  The biggest obstacle was we didn't know what the heck we were doing.  I mean, none of 
us were trained organizers.  We hadn't  gone through any academy, or, you know … none of us had 
participated in the '60s with anti-war stuff.  We didn't know what we were doing.  And so we just sat 
down and said, “Okay … here's the problem”   We were pretty naive.  We just thought:  Well, we'll 
pull all the facts together, and we'll outline what has happened … what we see happening … and what 
we want done, and we'll go and tell them, and they'll do it.  And, you know … what's the big deal!!  
(Laughing)  We really believed that if you had facts and you presented them in a reasonable way, you 
know, the system would take care of it.  And we found out that it doesn't work that way. (Laughing)  
 
Judith:  Even The Press didn't take you seriously. 
 
Penny:  No.  No.  And so we started getting kind of a thick skin, you know, got used to being 
ridiculed, but because what we had learned was that every time we had said something, within a short 
period of time people would find out we were right.  And so you kind of build your confidence after a 
while, knowing you confront state agencies and you say, “Well, from our perspective this is what it 
looks like, and this is what we think is going to happen.” 
 
 And then they say, “Oh, no, no.  It can't possibly happen.” 
 
 And then it does!  You know, you kind of think, “Oh, gee!  Maybe we do know something!”   
 
 So I remember one time the State was doing testing from the Canyon, and they held a press 
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conference … this big press conference to say they are confident that they have found the end of the 
plume.  That it does not come out of the Canyon, and it does not go south of the Freeway.   
 
 And I said: “But you haven't tested it south of the Freeway.  How can you say … I bet if you 
test you're gonna find some ...” 
 
 “Oh, no, no, no!  We think we have found the end of the plume.” 
 
 A week later they tested on the south side and have to hold another press conference and say, 
“Well, we did find contamination (laughing) so ...” 
 
 And I said, “You know, all you have to do is start testing before you announce your results.”  
(Laughing)   
 
 And so they started taking us a little more seriously.  And we really grew a lot of confidence in 
the fact that, you know, we live in the community and we see things, and we can digest this.  And we 
do know what we're talking about.  And that was a huge benefit. 
 
 We also learned that facts don't necessarily matter.  That there are a lot more public decisions 
influenced by power and money, than they are by the facts.  And that you really need to have a place at 
the table, and a strategy for exerting community power in order to have something come out right.  And 
that was a big lesson for us. 
 
Judith:  Would you describe some of your triumphant moments? 
 
Cherstin: Can I back up real quick?  How did you get a spot at the table?  'Cause that's really key, I 
think.  I mean that's more than just speaking up. 
 
Penny:  Yeah.  You know, we found that the system at that time did not value community input.  
Nobody had advisory committees, or held community meetings to get input.  It just wasn't done back in 
'78 and '80.  And so we knew that if we left it up to the agencies we would end up with another 
situation.  They'd already proven that to us.  And we knew that the corporations … because they would 
be held liable for any exposures that took place, that they had influence on these agencies.  You know, 
the political process was there.  We knew that the agencies had constraints because of their budgets, 
and that money--where the money would come from-- influenced what they were willing to do.  And so 
they always tried … because there was no funding at all to address toxic waste sites, they were having 
to take that out of other programs in order to address the emergency pieces. 
 
 So those were competing forces.  You know, their own budget constraints.  And then the power 
from the corporations that were using this dump site, and the threat of any liability.  That just having 
the facts didn't hold up to that.  So we had to be at the table.  We had to be able to bring our concerns 
and get them recognized as legitimate pieces to be considered in any action.  That you had to consider 
the impacts on that community. 
 
 And so we began the public participation piece that became a big strategy for us.  And so we 
did a lot of demonstrations and picketing, and, you know, tried to find opportunities to ridicule 
(laughing) … to show that the decisions being made are not in the best interest of people.  And so we 
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had the first Advisory Committee set up.  And we got that simply by putting pressure on the agencies.  
We would target the Santa Ana Regional Water Quality Control Board first, and demand that they meet 
with the community.  And when we would get turned down by them, we would go into the next step.  
And so there was always building that momentum in trying to get what we wanted.  
 
 We never started at the top because if they said no, where do you go?  So we started at the 
bottom.  They would see the consequences when somebody would say “no”, and know that they're next 
in line.  And so it builds the tension as you're going up that line.  And we learned that all by the seat of 
our pants.  I mean, just by trial and error.   
 
 And, again, for the longest time it was always pointed out that, well, you know, there has to be 
some powerful man behind what they're doing, because it couldn't be just a bunch of women!  And 
what we found was that when we would win on an issue that the agencies, or the officials, would build 
it up bigger, because it couldn't possibly just be this group of women that made them do this.  So it had 
to be this big organization that is really well funded. 
 
 So it added to the myth (laughing) of what we were, versus what we were working for.  You 
know, the adage of ‘it's not just the power you have, but the power they think you have’.  And so it was 
smoke and mirrors.  I mean it truly played for us.  If anybody ever really knew (laughing) what we 
really were ….You know, we met in a living room of somebody's house, and that was the organization.  
We didn't have more than $300.00 in our account at any time, and people would take turns … “Oh, we 
need fliers!  Oh, I'll pay for it this month” and they'd take care of that.  So it was just really a rag-tag 
group.  We had a lot of fun. 
 
 But that public participation was key.  And I think the fact that we didn't have money, that we 
had to rely on each other kept the group really strong and connected, because each person had a very 
meaningful role to play.  And that was very much recognized. 
 
 We started pushing … Let me give you a concrete example of how we pushed on things.  In 
about the early '80s we had worked with Governor Brown in his first administration, on getting a State 
Super Fund.  And we needed a funding base so that you could do matching funds for a federal case.  If 
a site got put on a federal list, you had to have some matching funds there.  And there were also sites 
that didn't qualify for the federal site, but were still major issues, and this would take care of that.  So 
we were asked a number of times to come to Sacramento to testify about the need for this.  We really 
were the poster child for the State's Superfund Bill.   
 
 When we got it passed we expected to be put on the federal list.  Each state can pick one site as 
its priority site, and then you don't have to wait for the ranking at all.  It just got put on there.  And we 
had assumed Stringfellow would be that site.   
 
 We heard that Governor Brown was going to put the McColl site in Orange County as the 
priority site because that would build political presence in Orange County.  So he was doing it for 
them.  When we found out about that we were really angry 'cause we had put in a lot of work on that 
bill.   
 
 So, until that time, we had been told “Don't attack the Governor.  He's our friend.  He's doing all 
this stuff.  You gotta give him time.  Be patient.” 



9 

 
 And we thought, “Oh, okay, that’s it,  no more.  You know … we wouldn't pull back do this 
with any other politician.  We're not gonna pull back with this one.  And if this is the kind of friends we 
have, we don't need any more enemies (laughing) . 
 
 So we contacted the Governor and told him, “Okay.  You have two choices.  You either make 
us the priority site, or you put the full amount of clean-up funding into the General Fund for this site.  If 
you do not, we will picket your signing of the Superfund Bill.  And, you know, right next to you, we'll 
hold our own press conference, and the public will know that you have turned your back on the very 
people you said needed this money through this Bill.” 
 
 And we got named as the priority site, and invited to the signing. 
 
 And the one thing I learned out of that was that politicians respect power a lot more than they 
do politeness.  And so, if you're going to play that game, which is not a fun game, you have to be 
willing to be as tough as they are.   
 
 And that was a big lesson for us.  It was a huge lesson!  So we've always addressed it as trying 
to raise the issue in the public's eye, so the public understands what's at stake.  And then it kind of 
forces the politicians-- no matter what party or ideology they are-- to have to take that stand.  You 
know, if they're gonna get re-elected, they have to come forward on that.   
 
 So that's the approach that we've always taken, and tried to stay out of the partisanship. 
 
Judith:  Can you describe a down-moment?  A moment of discouragement? 
 
Penny:  (Sighing)  Ohh … probably the biggest one that comes to mind is in trying to rebuild the 
community after we got a lot of the victories with the Stringfellow like stopping all the exposures. We 
did a survey with the community on what was needed for the community to be whole again.   
 
 And one of the things that they told to us was a park.  Something that would be visible, that 
would start to rebuild the community.  A place where people could gather, you know, that we just 
didn't have a community park.   
 
 We had gotten from the State a promise of settlement money coming to us that could help to 
develop that.  And the responsible parties … these corporations … about 250 to 300 companies … big 
companies … heard about our discussions and said they wanted a piece of it.  They wanted to be 
involved.  And they said they had $225,000 that was coming back to the EPA as a reimbursement and 
instead of trying to divide that among 250 companies, this would be a good place for it to go, and they 
could take credit for it. 
 
 And so we thought: Great!  So we set out to purchased this land that we're on.  It was 13 acres.  
And escrow was to close in December 31st of … I think it was 2000.  Or 1999.  Probably '99.   
 
 About two days before Christmas, I got a fax from the company saying that there were a few 
more things they wanted us to do.  They had been putting different restrictions, or different tasks that 
they wanted us to do before they would turn over the money.  And this time they wanted us to change 
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our Articles of Incorporation.  I mean you can't do that in a matter of a couple of weeks.  And he wrote, 
you know, that they're on vacation now and they'll all be coming back after the 1st of the year.  We'll 
get back together.   
 
 Well, that meant we wouldn't be able to close escrow.  We'd lose the land.  And we were very 
dejected.  I mean, this was a lot of effort that the community had put forward in trying to identify a 
piece of land, and we had had this open house to look at the property, and people got to vote on what 
kinds of amenities they wanted, and where, and all that.  I mean it was a big thing for us.   
 
 And I remember a group of us sitting here crying, 'cause it was like, you know, they just 
snatched our Christmas present out of our hands...and not knowing where in the world we could come 
up with $225,000. 
 
 And that was the really low point. Then somebody had said, “Why don't we call Mel” … who 
had been our personal injury attorney in our lawsuit against these companies. He had been put through 
hell by them too.  So I called him up and I asked him if he could loan us the money so we could close 
escrow.  And, told him “I have no idea how we'll ever pay you back.  You're the only hope we've got.” 
 
 He said, “Well, I've got a partners meeting in about half an hour.  Fax me some information and 
I'll see what I can do.” 
 
 And he called me the next day and he said, “Penny, you've got your money.”   
 
 I said, “Now the partners know we don't know how we're gonna pay you back.” 
 
 And he said, “No, no, no.  This is a present.  Merry Christmas!”  He gave us the money!  He 
simply gave us the money.   So it was really the very lowest and the very highest. 
               
 I think throughout our battle those emotions were constantly in flux, because we had people 
getting ill, and for me, being the Chair, I was the one people called.  And so I was constantly getting 
stories of a child with cancer.  Or another one with severe asthma, or, you know … just horror tales, 
over and over again, which were very good motivators to continue working, but extremely hard on your 
soul.  And we still get that today.   I've learned to handle it a little better, and to understand there are 
only certain things you can do, and there are other things that are out of your control.  And the best you 
can do is to just keep … keep fighting.   
 
Judith:  What would you consider the bravest thing you ever did? 
 
Penny:  (Sighing)  Uhmm, the first time I went to Washington, D.C.  I had never flown…I'm 
afraid of heights.  It was the Confirmation Hearing for Rita Lavelle at EPA.  Nobody was testifying 
against her.  She had worked for AeroJet, which was one of the big dumpers at Stringfellow.  She was 
gonna be in charge of the Superfund program.  And we thought she can't do that...they can’t put the 
person who worked for the polluters in charge of the program to make them cleanup their messes.   
Somebody has to be there.  So I got elected to go. 
 
 We connected with some environmental groups in D.C to try to figure out how do you get on 
the list to testify (laughing) at a Senate Hearing.  So I got on the plane and I flew to Washington, D. C.  
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And I've never been there or anywhere, and didn't have any idea what I was doing on an airplane.  It 
was pretty scary.  But I ended up having a great time and, you know, getting to see the architecture in 
Washington, D.C compared to Southern California … Ughh.  
 
 So I have all these pictures…these buildings.  I was fascinated. You know, one building after 
another.  I got home and had the film developed, and I had to send it to the gal in D.C to tell me what 
they were (laughing).  Anyway, it was interesting.   
 
 But, yeah, I testified at the Senate Hearing and they basically just patted me on the head and 
said, “Don't worry, little lady.  We'll watch her.”   
 
 And then within a year-and-a-half, she was sent to prison for perjury before Congress because 
of her manipulation of Superfunds. And Stringfellow was right in the middle of that mess.  Somebody 
in EPA that we had met sent us a packet with all the documentation that she had been involved in the 
decisions of Stringfellow when she was supposed to recuse herself.  So we had all the evidence that she 
had lied to Congress.  It took us about two months to get somebody to listen to us because again, the  
attitude was ‘what possibly could these women know.’   
 
 And we finally got ahold of a staff person on the Senate who looked at the materials, and that's 
what led to her being jailed. 
 
Chertstin: Which staff person? Who did you  _________ 
 
Penny:  I can't remember who it was now. 
 
Cherstin: Your local representative? 
 
Penny:  No.  He was on one of the Senate Committees.  Uhm, I will check it _____ first name.  I 
know it's in our documents.   
 
 But the person who sent me that document … they had it signed: “ A Concerned Civil Servant”.  
And I've never found out who that was.  I would love to know that before I die… who that brave person 
was. 
 
 It's somebody we had encountered in EPA, but I don't know who.  
 
 So that was a big moment, and very scary for me.  I mean, again, it was a leap of 
faith…something  that we just figured out and said … Okay … let's go!   
 
Judith:  Did you have any support from elected officials from the area? 
 
Penny:  You know we had Congressman George Brown who was in office then who was great.  
And Senator Presley who was helpful.  So we had some local people that once they saw we were 
serious and you know, I think at first they thought: Oh, yeah!  You're a bunch of women … But once 
we had proven ourselves a few times they came around and they were very supportive. Yeah.   
 
 I think another really frightening moment for me … was when we were going through these 
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hearings on Rita Lavelle.  We had pushed to get a Congressional Hearing here in the community to try 
and get away from the paper shredding and what-not in D.C, and actually focus on the impact that it 
had in the community.  You know, they were withholding money in states with Democratic governors, 
and giving money in states with Republican governors.  And so we wanted to focus on what 
withholding that money meant for people.  And so we got Congressman Brown to hold a 
Congressional/ State Legislative Hearing … a joint one.  And it was the first time that the community 
really had an opportunity to outline what this meant to us.  What we had been going through.   
 
 And I know Republican Congressman Sensenburger was on the panel, next to George.  And in 
the middle of my testimony he was telling George: “Cut her off!” 
 
Cherstin: Who was this …? 
 
Penny:  A Republican.   
 
Judith:  And the name again? 
 
Penny:  Sensenburger.  He's either still there, or he's just retired within the last couple of years.  
He wanted my testimoney cut off.  And so George was trying to get me to wrap it up, and it was taking 
a little longer.  And I said, you know … “This is the first time” … we had twelve hundred people 
crammed into that gymnasium at the junior high. It was a big crowd.  And I said, “This is the first time 
we've been able to tell our story.  You know, can you be patient.” 
 
 And he let me go a little longer, and then he had to gavel me down 'cause Sensenburger was 
threatening to walk out, which would mean they wouldn't have a Republican.  It would not be counted 
as official.  And so he started to cut me off.   At that moment, the crowd stood up and started yelling!  
All 1200.  And I knew at that moment that if I had said, “Get ‘em”, they'd have torn that place apart!  It 
was the first time … (laughing) It scared the living shit out of me!!!  'Cause it was the first time that I 
understood the power of a group and responsibility of a leader... you know ...that I could have done 
that.   And, boy!  That was a sobering lesson.   
 
 So I was able to kind of get things calmed down.  They took a break.  And I caucused with the 
staff about ... Okay, look … we've got a choice here.  This could turn into a riot or we can find a way to 
proceed.  And so they let me come back to the mike after the break, and I said the last part that I had to 
say: how thankful we were that the Congressman had come to our community, and you see the impact 
… this is how …. this is a personal thing.  And so we were able to kind of calm it down. 
 
 But that truly was a very scary moment… 
 
Judith:  Do you remember the date? 
 
Penny:  Not specifically.  It was 1984 … right in there.  There was a lot happening right in '84, 
'86 time period.  We'd filed our lawsuit, a personal injury lawsuit, which was the largest in the country.   
 
Judith:  Was it a class action? 
 
Penny:  The courts wouldn't allow it to be a class action, so they were individual suits filed 
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jointly.  Which … we also had taken a new approach of having a Steering Committee elected from the 
plaintiff population, to work with the attorneys on a day-to-day basis.  And so we didn't just let the 
attorneys take off and do what they normally do, 'cause the first thing they wanted was to gag you.  
You know, you can't talk to anybody.  And it's like … well, we can't get the clean-up if we aren't 
public.  So that's off the table.  If you want this case, you know, you have to go by our rules. 
 
 And so we learned from Love Canal and others what the ground rules needed to be.  So we had 
the Steering Committee and it was a real challenge getting them to … the attorneys …. you know,  
these were big New York attorneys, to understand what was going on here, and to really earn their 
respect in this thing.  So we did.  And it turned out to be a really good working relationship, and Mel 
Weiss is just a phenomenal person.  I dearly love him. 
 
Judith:  The name of the firm was ….? 
 
Penny:  Milberg Weiss Bershad & Lerarch ,  New York.  They have five offices with dozens and 
dozens of attorneys.  And we even made them open up an office here in Glen Avon so that people had 
access if they have questions and stuff.  I mean, they really earned every nickel (laughing) And I think 
they lost money, you know, actually in the whole thing.  But we ended up with a hundred and fourteen 
million dollar settlement for people.  And developed a distribution formula ahead of time, so that 
everybody felt it was a fair mechanism for distributing money.  So that those who had health impacts 
and lived closest to the site, you know, it was more likely their health impacts were related.  So, yeah, 
people felt pretty good at the end of it, and kept us out of, once the money was on the table, everybody 
fighting. That’s not good. 
 
Judith:  What do you see as the pressing issues right now in our community? 
 
Penny:  Ohhh!  (Sighing)  I think by far it is diesel emissions and goods movement. I mean the 
air quality issues are all centered on diesel exhaust. Eighty percent of the cancer risk for our area comes 
from diesel.  You know, and it's preventable!   Diesel does phenomenal health damage.  Not only 
respiratory disease 'cause they're small particles and they get lodged in your lungs, and we're now 
finding in the smaller particles-= the ultra fines and vapors—can go through the cell wall so that they 
actually get into the bloodstream into other organs and even through the placenta, to the fetus.  And 
they can cause mutation at the cellular level.  You know, it gets into the brain, to the heart, to all body 
functions.  So it really has a far- reaching impact on people.  And it's preventable.  
 
Judith:  What changes have you seen in the last few years that makes this the primary concern? 
 
Penny:  Uhm, the expansion of imported goods from the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach.  
We've become instead of a manufacturing center, we've become a distribution center.  And so we 
import goods from other countries, and then the only thing we do is to move it around.  And so there's 
not really a big economic benefit to us, but it makes us reliant upon fossil fuel again, and foreign 
countries in a very substantial way.   
 
 So you have locomotives that use very dirty, dirty diesel.  The ships certainly coming in the 
ports, and the trucks.  And then to handle all of that … the imported goods …  we've created these 
warehouses.  And because Riverside has open space, we became a real target for these massive 
warehouses.  So within a matter of just a couple of years our Mira Loma area went from a very rural 
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area of dairies and vineyards, to being an all warehouse district.  And just massive warehouses.  And 
with that are thousands of diesel-spewing trucks that are always within our communities.   
 
 In addition to that we have the pollution from the ports, which is pretty high.  It gets blown east 
with on- shore breezes, and then our beautiful mountains that we love to look at, trap all of that.  So we 
actually have higher pollution levels than they do at the ports.   
 
 In one of our projects that we have going, we're installing air filtration units on schools that are 
close to the rail yards.  And in doing that the contractor has said they've installed them in Long Beach 
and had very good success.  But what he's finding from their assessment is that we have twice the level 
of pollution here, so we're gonna have to change out those filters much more often than they did in 
Long Beach.  And yet all of the focus, because of the political power is going to the ports.  The real 
danger area … the ground zero is here.  The San Bernardino BNSF Rail Yard on the west side there has 
the highest level of cancer risk of all rail yards in the State of California.  Thirty-three hundred in a 
million. Instead of one in a million that EPA calls for.  It's the highest cancer risk I've seen at a 
Superfund Site or any other facility.  It's just off the wall.  And nobody's doing anything.  You know, 
we're working to kind of prod that, but right now because L.A has such a strong political infrastructure, 
all the focus is going there.  Electrifying trucks, electrifying the rail yard equipment, and locomotives, 
and it's not happening here. 
 
 So we've got a long way to go being in the Inland Valleys it's a huge issue.   
 
Judith:  Where do you think the concern is that we're not getting the attention that we deserve … 
what is being ignored? 
 
Penny:  Uhmm, for example, BNSF is proposing a new rail yard in Wilmington, and they are 
promising that to be the greenest, cleanest rail yard around.  They're gonna use the latest technology. 
Their operation is going to be switched around.  I mean, all of these things that they're doing.  And 
there are technologies that are much cleaner than what they are using here.  Instead of that being 
focused on this rail yard which has the highest pollution, and it's because they just don't see us as being 
important.  And so we have to raise not only the face of the west side, and people living around there... 
that rail yard … but of the Inland Valleys itself in both Riverside and San Bernardino.  You know, 
we're seen as part of Los Angeles.  And as long as they can use our statistics… how bad it is… for 
example, the children in Mira Loma, according to the USC's Children Health Study, have the slowest 
lung growth and the weakest lung capacity of all children in Southern California.  And they're quick to 
use that statistic, but then the solutions get targeted in L.A.   
 
 So we have to have our own identity out here and start flexing our own muscles if we're going 
to be able to compete for any of those resources.  And we haven't done that well.  So we've been 
working the last couple of years with some of the universities and really developing the capacity of our 
communities to create this new identity.   
 
Judith:  Working with universities … are you working with the young people at the universities? 
 
Penny:  We do.  We have an Environmental Justice Summit that we have held once a year.  The 
last one had over 70 students participating.  We have a number of interns.  We had 11 interns last year.  
This coming year we're holding an organizing academy for college students at Pomona, Scripps and 
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Pitzer with 45 students.  And we get a pretty good interaction with students from most of the 
universities around here. 
 
Judith:  And are the women involved?  The young women? 
 
Penny:  Ahh, yeah.  A part of what our organization tries to do is to build leadership with women 
specifically, because we learned early on the women were the first to step forward.  The men all wanted 
a little more proof before they put their egos out there.  And the women were saying: No, we can't sit 
back and wait 'cause our kids are getting sick.  We need to be at the forefront.   
 
 And, in fact, I remember working with Lois Gibbs … we used to hold a convention every 
couple of years, bringing the different communities together, and it was always women.  I mean, just 
overwhelmingly.  You might see one or two, three men, but it was overwhelmingly with women that 
were involved in the early years.  And we reached 1984 or 5, and all of a sudden there were these men 
in the room, and the attitude was: Okay, now it's an important issue.  Now you can all go home and 
take care of your kids. 
 
 And that was really interesting.  So we know that because women are typically the care-givers  
… are typically the one socializing in the community, that they're the ones who are going to step 
forward and are most useful in building community organizations.  And so we have our SALTA 
Program which is “Salud Ambiental, Lideres Tomando Acción, or  Environmental Health, Latinos 
Taking Action.  And it's a ten course training period where they attend these sessions for about three 
hours each.  And they learn about what's in your home, what you can do personally to improve the 
environment for your family. And then they look at their neighborhood and they map out their 
neighborhood and they look at what's around them.  And then in a broader sense how they can help 
impact on a community level.  So you're really understanding where individuals can take action, and 
then where it really requires a community effort.   
 
Judith:  Where do the students come from for these courses? 
 
Penny:  Well, this is open to our communities, so we recruit through Health Fairs, and through 
schools, and, you know, word of mouth.  Our graduates use our curriculum and are asked to then 
recruit people to go through a class, which they teach.   And then after those classes, then they have the 
option of participating in other trainings.  We have an A Team … our Neighborhood Assessment 
Teams, and they learn how to do truck counting, and community mapping, and are trained to use the P-
Trac instrument, which measures ultra-fine particles—we’ve been trained by USC and now can do this 
training ourselves.  And so we have an A team in each community - in Mira Loma and in San 
Bernardino.  And they can actually go out and measure where the pollution is heaviest, and map it out.  
And they make graphs, and then they do presentations within the communities, and share their 
knowledge.  So it's a way of demystifying the science 'cause you can't have democratic action if you 
don't understand what you're talking about.  (Laughing)  So it demystifies … it builds their confidence. 
They become a local expert.  And so the neighbors can turn to them with questions and stuff. 
 
 And then we have community action teams where families can come together and commit to 
working on an issue for a period of time.  And they prioritize what the specific issues are, and then 
what they'd like to see happen from that—a Platform for Action.  And we've been able in the last 
couple of years to pull together a multi-agency task force where the community action team meets with 
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these staff people from various agencies.  And they focus on that platform that they've outlined, and 
figure out what resources each of them can bring to the table to get some results.   
 
 And so we've got on our task force, at the Federal level, EPA.  At the State level we have the 
California Air Resources Board,  Department of Toxic Substance Control,  the State Attorney General's 
Office.   Regionally, we have AQMD at the table and then local agencies .. the DA's … the Health 
Department, some local officials participate.  And as a result of that we have our air filtration program, 
and we have a vegetative barrier program where we're identifying through  some of our research 
partners, trees and shrubs that will absorb ultra-fines particles.  And so we've gotten the City of San 
Bernardino to change a traffic calming project they had on Fourth Street that is going to incorporate the 
vegetative barriers, and putting physical barriers so trucks can't turn in to where the residents are.  So 
it's a really good way of having a cooperative effort.  We're not battling each other.  It gives the 
agencies a chance to participate, and to start looking at it not from what we can't do, but what we can 
contribute, and making these partnerships.  And with the community taking the lead in facilitating 
them.  So they've really come to respect these community people, and really know what they're talking 
about.  It's pretty impressive. 
 
 So, with Loma Linda we also have our health study that we're doing.  And it's our members who 
are actually conducting the interviews.  And they're 40 minutes to an hour-long interview, plus lung 
function tests.  There's one on inflammation and one on just the lung function itself.  And then indoor 
and outdoor air testing.  So it's very comprehensive.  So for our members to be doing these interviews, 
you know, it takes quite a bit.  They've been very, very successful in getting people to participate.  So 
we're pretty proud of them. 
 
Judith:  What still needs to be done? 
 
Penny:  (Sighing)  real change in our public policies.  And, you know, I think the naiveté that we 
had when we started out, not really understanding who we were up against, you know …. 250 
corporations … the State of California.!?!  And we just thought: Well, of course.  They'll do (laughing) 
what we ask them.  I think we've gotten over that, but it hasn't stopped us from still taking on the big 
guys. 
 
 For example, we just filed with NRDC a Federal lawsuit against the railroads ____ 
 
Judith:  NRDC? 
 
Penny:  Natural Resource Defense Council.  A big environmental group, with a lot of attorneys.  
So they're representing us in the lawsuit around this rail yard.  Both BNSF and Union Pacific which are 
the biggest ones here.  And the legal theory is again stepping out into new territory.  But the legal 
theory that we're advancing is that once the emissions leave the locomotive and land in the community, 
it's an illegal deposition of hazardous materials, because the components of that exhaust are toxic 
chemicals.  And it is a waste product.  So we believe that the RCRA, the Resource Conservation 
Recovery Act applies to their emissions.  If that's successful it could have relevance with power plants, 
with refineries, with a lot of corporations.  So we're anticipating that we're not only taking on the 
railroads, as if that wasn't enough, that we would be taking on the oil companies and everybody else.  
But if we're successful it's going to have huge ramifications!   
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 So I think we've learned that for a community that's impacted, we can't just settle for tweaking  
what's here, because in twenty years down the line, as a time line, means there's a whole new 
generation that's been affected again.   That we need to do things now, and they need to be significant 
… things that are going to change things in a real fundamental way.  And those are the  hard ones to do. 
 
Judith:  In retrospect, where do you see the movement that you started going in the future? 
 
Penny:  Uhm, I've seen it really expand.  I think people are finally getting to a point that we've 
been proposing from day one.  And that is communities are not just looking at air on its own, or ground 
water quality, or half a dozen other things, that they're affected by all of it at once.  And so these silos 
that we've created, you know, that we only work on water, or we only work on air…..  We've got to 
break  away from that approach; we have to start addressing it from the communities' persopective..the 
total impacts … a cumulative approach.  And we've seen in the last few years … especially under 
Obama … well, (laughing) only under Obama that they're doing that.  He's had the agencies sign 
MOUs that commit  them to working on environmental justice, and breaking down the silos of the 
various agencies, and working together, so that we have a partnership for sustainable communities, 
which is a combination of EPA, HUD, and Department of Transportation, that come together and really 
say: Okay.  How do we address this from all the impacts?   
 
 So with that approach one of the policy issues … initiatives that we've been launching with 
some of our sister organizations around the state … is Green Zones For Economic And Environmental 
Sustainability.  And it's receiving a great deal of favoritism.  So we've been to the White House three or 
four times now to kind of present this concept, and each time it gets a little deeper into how they might 
implement it.   
 
 The last time was just a few weeks ago.  We went and met with the Inter-Agency Working 
Group on Environmental Justice.  And we were the only group there that presented.  But it was to look 
really at this initiative we put together and see how it can really through detail, work out.  So we did 
that presentation.   
 
 Then we spent two days meeting individually with the agencies. 
 
Judith:  And this was November of this year? 
 
Penny:  Yeah.  Making recommendations on how they could change their program to better 
work with the communities, and getting them to understand that if you give money to the local 
government, it does not necessarily mean you're getting the funds to the people who really need it.  
And that they need to get the money to the neighborhoods ... that ‘community’ does not mean local 
government.  It means the residents.  And so how do we work to make sure the money gets funneled to 
the communities most impacted.   
 
 And so one of our recommendations is that they mandate a partnership with the affected 
residents.  That that be part of it.  In HUD we had the discussion about how they currently give to non-
profits, but that they have a tendency to give to the same ones all the time 'cause they already know 
they can financially handle large amounts of money.  And so there's kind of a security thing with their 
readers when they see: Oh, it's Community Action Partnership.  Okay.  Yeah, we know they can do it.  
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 So we suggested that they have a qualifying process where organizations could show that they 
have a financial structure to be able to handle money.  And that once they qualify, they go on an 
approved list.  So then if their proposal comes through, the readers can look on the list and say: “Oh, 
yeah.  Okay.  They can do it.”  And so it opens it up the process and we're not just continuing to funnel 
it in the same places.  You know, we're trying some new ideas and stuff.  So we're still proceeding on 
trying to get that implemented.  Certainly on the national level the politics are so dysfunctional that in 
trying to get anything legislated is, you know, it's not even worth trying.   
 
 So we're trying to do it through the agencies and we're on the implementation levels. 
 
Judith:  What keeps you motivated? 
 
Penny:  The people that we get to work with.  I mean, there's nothing more satisfying than to see 
these young women who, you know, start out very shy, and, you know, afraid to say anything, 
especially Spanish-speaking women … to see them grow and blossom.  And stand up in a hearing and 
argue their case.  It's just phenomenal!   
 
 And I see the impact on the families.  We have this one little girl in San Bernardino … Maurissa 
.  When we started she was two years old and in our meeting she'd come in with this little backpack on 
wheels.... you know, pulling it behind her.  And I just assumed she had stuffed animals and toys and 
books in it, like every little girl has.   
 
 And at one meeting she pulls out … opens it up.  It has a compressor for her nebulizer.  And she 
can't be without that thing in order to breathe.  And Marissa is at everything we do, and she's now 4 
years old.  A very spunky little girl.  If  you ever  get down in the dumps and question whether you 
should be doing this work… You just be around Marissa for two minutes, and you know that's what 
we're fighting for.  No child should have to go through that.  It's preventable.  It doesn't have to be.  
And by our actions I know we can change it.   
 
 And every day we see something happen that takes us a step closer to bringing these 
communities to healthy, safe and sustainable places.   
 
Judith:  Now you've received a great deal of recognition, and many awards on your 
achievements.  Are there any there that are especially meaningful to you? 
 
Penny:  (Sighing)  Uhh, you know, the awards are really nice, and it's nice to be recognized, but 
I don't believe that it's one person that makes a difference, as much as a number of people gathering 
together make a difference.  And so I know that when I get an award it's not because of me, it's because 
of everything this organization does, and the people we work with.  And they're the ones who are doing 
this.  I don't under-estimate the role I play.  I think I am a smart, strategic,  I’m a good person, and so I 
don't under-estimate that.  I know I have skills, and talents that I bring to the table, but they wouldn't be 
anything without the rest of the skills and talents that are found in our communities, that bring it 
forward. 
 
 The one I find the most hilarious is one that I received from the responsible parties – the 
polluters-- at Stringfellow. When we came to an agreement on one of the records of decisions,  they 
gave me this award (points to the plaque) a set of pictures of Stringfellow there, and it talks about, you 
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know, the value that I brought to the table, and how helpful I've been.  These are the guys that fought 
us tooth and nail to keep us from even being in the room!  And they couldn't understand why I was 
laughing when they were presenting that award (laughing). 
 
 This is the same group that tried to keep us out of every discussion between EPA and them on 
the clean-up.  And we crashed their meeting one time, and I walked in and set a tape recorder on the 
table, and they jumped up and scattered!  It was like cockroaches leaving when the light came on.  It 
was the most hilarious thing. 
 
 And then they rescheduled their meeting to San Francisco, hoping that we wouldn't be able to 
get there.   
 
 And we got some Green Peace volunteers to picket that, and hand out fliers to people, letting 
them know that EPA was meeting with the polluters and leaving the community out.  And then the 
little rascals got into the elevator and actually got into the room and handed out the fliers.  (Laughing)  
It was hilarious!   
 
 So I know all the stuff.  I mean my face … they had a picture of me at a building where their 
offices here in Riverside, with instructions not to let me in the building.  And then they give me  an 
award!?!  (laughing) ….. Anyway, that tickles me.  Some of the awards that I've got have been from the 
community, and that means a lot to me.  You know, we put in a lot of work and it's nice to have your 
comrades appreciate what you're doing.  And that's nice.   
 
Judith:  You've told us several charming stories of the little girl, and of the awards … do you 
have any other favorite stories you'd like to share? 
 
Penny:  You know, one of them that brought me to understanding that it wasn't just the pollution 
stuff we were looking at, but that one of the biggest successes is helping people see their own strengths 
and power.  One that I saw was a young woman, Elaine, here in Glen Avon, … we were concerned 
about the drinking water at the school 'cause the plume goes right underneath it … and so we tried to 
get filters put on the drinking fountains and stuff.  And she has three boys that went to school.  And 
Elaine was very, very shy.   
 
 So she came to us and said, “You know, I have to speak at the Board meeting … the School 
Board meeting … I have to do this for my boys, but I'm scared to death and I don't know what to say.” 
 
 So we sat down.  She told us what she wanted to say and we tried to make an outline and she 
filled it in and she practiced it, oh, over and over.  And it came time for the meeting and she grabbed 
my hand and she said, “You have to come with me!” 
 
 So I stood next to her while she just poured her heart out.  And it was so moving!   And to see 
her grow …  Then I found out after that, within a few months, she left her husband who had been very 
abusive to her … physically abusive … and because she had gained enough confidence by speaking up 
she was able to do that.  And I thought that's as big a success as stopping Stringfellow 'cause if she 
hadn’t been dying from the pollution, she would have died at the hands of that man.   
 
 And for us to have played any kind of a role in her being able to take that next step, it is a huge 
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success for us!  
 
 So those things I keep close to my heart.  And she today is on her own with her boys.  She 
raised them, and has a career and she's doing just terrific.   
 
Judith:  Well, you have truly been on a life-saving mission, and it has been our privilege to talk 
with you.  Is there anything else you'd like to add?  Or Cherstin … any questions you'd like to ask? 
 
Penny: : I guess the one thing is that I've learned over these years is that we have done 
remarkable things, but in every town around this nation, and in many other countries, there are people 
doing equally or more.  And we really have to have some faith that the future holds something good, 
because there are some tremendous people in this world who are courageous, who are thoughtful, who 
are caring, and who really believe there is a right and a wrong, and that we can live a better way of life. 
 
 And that gives me great optimism for what lies ahead.   
 
Cherstin: Thank you.  Thank you.                                          
 
      
    
 
 
 
  
                               


