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A Prefatory Note 

It's a humbling experience to read a transcription of 
one's spoken words ... even when a conscious effort was 
made to be disciplined in what was said, anticipating the 
need to edit the result. 

I've "cleaned up" this text - fixing grammar, cutting 
the "urn's" and "er's" - but leaving the original meaning 
intact. I have occasionally changed words or added an 
explanatory phrase where I, or my wife Mary Lou, or 
proofreader Janet Harte saw a need. I thank those two 
ladies very much for their help. 

Tapes of the original interviews are on file at  the 
Bentley Historical Library at the University of Michigan, 
Ann Arbor, with my other papers. 

John H. Tanton 
Petoskey, Michigan 
February 27, 1992 



OTIS GRAHAM, JOHN TANTON, SESSION 1, APRIL 20, 1989, CAPTIVA 
ISLAND, FLORIDA 

OTIS GRAHAM: This is Otis Graham beginning the first interview with Dr. 
John Tanton. It is April 20, 1989, and we are on Captiva Island in Florida. 
John, why don't we begin by having you tell us something about your 
background, your origins, and where you were born. 

JOHN TANTON: I was born in Detroit, Michigan, on February 23, 1934. 
My father was an immigrant from Canada. He was raised in a business 
family, and served in the Canadian Expeditionary Forces in World War I, 
which provided a lot of family stories. He was educated at the University of 
Toronto as a chemical engineer, and graduated just about the time that the 
Depression hit. He moved to  Detroit and worked in business there. My 
mother was of German stock. She was raised on a farm in the "Thumb" 
area of Michigan [northeast of Bay City], was the first person in her family 
to get an education beyond high school. She took a nursing degree program 
in Detroit. My father and mother met there and married, and I was born 
two years later, the first of three children. 

One of the big events that I remember in my early life was the attack on 
Pearl Harbor, which came when I was about seven years old. I can still 
vividly recall the excitement and consternation in the neighborhood. 

Another vivid recollection is the race riots in Detroit in the middle part 
of World War 11. I remember being in about the fourth grade and going to 
the library behind my teacher's desk and picking out a book on those race 
riots and having it taken away from me because the teacher judged it 
improper material Daughter] for a fourth grader to  be reading. 

But I think one of the biggest events in my early life came in 1945 when 
my parents decided that they'd had enough of the city. I guess my father 
was ahead of the curve that way. He got sick of the city long before it was 
a common thing to  do, so we pulled up stakes and moved, on February 1 of 
that year, to  the farm in the "Thumb" of Michigan on which my mother had 
been raised. Her brother had been running the farm and had done a poor 
job of it, and it was about to go back to  the bank. So we took over this 
80-acre farm, some of the richest land in the United States - all old, flat, 
lake bottom. I was eleven years old at the time, and so I was really, in 
essence, raised as a farm boy. I was raised in a situation where my family 
sank or swam based on how well we did in managing that farm. We very 
nearly sank. After we got there, there were a couple of very bad, wet years. 
The land was extremely flat and had quite poor drainage. To make it work, 
one had to  "tile it" - as the saying goes. This involved stringing 
subterranean drain fields over the entire farm. I have vivid recollections of 



the tremendous amount of work that went into that. How many tens of 
thousands of tile did we put down in the bottom of those trenches to  drain 
the water away? That took us up to the end of the '40s, and by then it was 
a pretty good time for American agriculture, since prices were good. So our 
family got back on its feet. I had the experience of working alongside my 
father, my mother, my brother and my sister, to make sure that the family 
survived. That was a strong, formative experience. I had the excitement of 
trying to get the hay in the barn ahead of the rain. And I became a lover of 
the land at that time. 

I went t o  a rural high school. There were 39 kids in my graduating 
class. It was not a very rigorous education. I made the mistake of taking 
vocational agriculture rather than Latin. During four years of high school I 
wrote only one paper, of five or  six hundred words, and that was on farm 
tiling! I gave my first public speech to  an FFA Future Farmers of America] 
meeting on tiling, at a public speaking contest. Throughout my high school 
years, for one reason or another, I began to  be thrust into leadership 
positions. I was the president of my class and that sort of thing. I was a 
fairly good athlete. I was the second best scorer on the basketball team and 
also played football and baseball. I took part. 

But I was always quite a serious person. My mother had been raised 
in the Lutheran Church, but my family attended the Evangelical United 
Brethren Church, which was a fairly fundamentalist group. My parents 
weren9t particularly religious, but I was quite religious at that stage in my 
life. I took things seriously. On my own, I discovered Pascal's wager on the 
balancing of the chance of eternity against our short life here on earth. 
That was an early instances of many discoveries that I've made on my own 
of ideas that I later found had been written about by many people before. 
My mind seems to run in veins where thoughts like this keep popping up. 

Q: Was your household bookish at all? Were there magazines, books? Were 
your mother or father readers? 

TANTON: Yes, it was a very bookish household. We almost always had a 
dictionary at the dining table. My father was a great lover of words and of 
the etymology of words. My father was also a man of many sayings. Since 
he passed away several years ago, I have begun to  collect his sayings as 
they crop up or occur to  me. I have a list of, I suppose, a hundred to a 
hundred and fifty of them now. I've often considered myself excessively 
aphoristic. I can usually come up with a saying for almost any occasion, 
and I think this trait traces back to my father. Mother was not particularly 
bookish. We all worked with our hands much of the time - that's what 
farming is about. 

Q: Your education: you've described it as you enter high school, obviously 



with wider horizons; you're starting to make some choices about your career 
and your direction. How did you make those choices? 
TANTON: Well, I was very much taken with the land. I loved to garden 
and still do. I liked to take care of the chickens and the turkeys and that 
sort of thing. Our family was of modest means, to say the least. We had 
just barely survived the transition from city to  farm. I had the good fortune 
to  win a scholarship t o  Michigan State University, went off to  college there, 
and enrolled in the School of Agriculture. I was planning to become an 
agronomist, a soil scientist. 

There was, however, a strong medical tradition on my father's side of 
the family. I had an uncle who had been a Rhodes scholar. He had gone to 
Oxford for part of his medical training, and was a tremendous athlete. He 
swam the Bosporus, and was the first non-Englishman to be captain of the 
rugby team at Oxford. There was much family lore about the time that he 
swam out into Lake Erie and pulled thirteen people out of the drink. 

Q: What was his name? 

TANTON: Angus McLaughlin. 

Q: Apparently an influence in the family? 

TANTON: Yes. Then there was another uncle in the family, Roderick 
Gordon, who'd been in the India Medical Service. He was poker-spined, 
very proper, but a highly intelligent person. These two men formed my 
image of the medical profession. And, while I'd thought a little bit about 
medicine, I figured that it was beyond anything that I could attain, if that 
was the kind of person that it took to  be a doctor. I was not a very good 
swimmer amongst other things! But I did quite well academically at 
Michigan State, and I began t o  feel that I probably could handle a medical 
curriculum. So after two years in the School of Agriculture, I switched to a 
pre-medical major and ended up taking my degree in chemistry. I won the 
student prize in organic chemistry and had close to a 4.0 average overall. 

Q: You're twenty-one or twenty-two years old, and you've not spoken at all of 
any political activities or dimensions to your family or personal life at this 
point. 

TANTON: Well, one of the first things that happened to me in college was 
joining a fraternity. I mentioned before that I was a fairly introverted and 
quiet person, and that really did draw me out of my shell. I pledged Delta 
Upsilon fkaternity at the end of my freshman year. My last year in college I 
was president of that fraternity and was in charge of making sure that the 
brothers moved into the house and supported it financially. I reworked the 



constitution of the chapter at that time. That was the first of many 
constitutions that I have done. I had the idea that some sort of long-range 
financial security was needed for ATI, so we set up an endowment fund for 
the fraternity. Twenty-five dollars from everybody's initiation fee was put 
into this k d ,  which was to be managed in perpetuity. I've set up a 
number of similar funds since then, so I guess some of those same ideas 
have stuck with me. 

Several of us tried to enrich the fraternity's intellectual life by starting a 
Great Books program. We had speakers come in on Sunday nights. We 
also listened to classical music and that sort of thing. It didn't work too 
well but, again, that's something I'm still promoting up to  the present time. 
Trying to improve one's mind was an early theme. 

Q: Was Michigan State intellectually alive? You are in an agricultural 
school in a somewhat remote place. 

TANTON: Well, Michigan State was quite a big school. I suppose there 
were about 25,000 students. Back then it would not have been thought of 
as one of the leading intellectual campuses in the country, certainly. But I 
think my activities were my own innate tendencies coming out, rather than 
the result of the environment I was in. 

Q: The religious activities of your high school years and earlier: were they 
continued in  college? 

TANTON: No, not in particular. I became much more independent of mind 
as I went off to school. You asked about family political activities - one of 
the great issues in the town of Sebewaing, the town to which we moved in 
1945, was what to  do about the rural country schools which were still in 
operation. There were still one-room schoolhouses which went through the 
sixth or eighth grade, with 25 or 30 students and a single teacher. 
Consolidation of these schools into the school in town was a big issue. One 
of the first political issues I remember was the vote on whether to  
consolidate or not. The progressive families, like ours, when it came time to 
vote, brought their wives! Whereas the oldtimers left the women at home, 
as had always been done, and thus lost. 

Q: You noticed this at the time? 

TANTON: Well, yes, that's why we won. The question of closing down the 
country schools was won by getting the women out t o  vote for the first time 
in that community. So I never did go t o  a country school. The consolidation 
took place shortly after I got there. 

Sebewaing was very strongly Lutheran, because of its German 



background, and even back in those days I can remember sharp community 
divisions along religious lines. The conflict was between the public school 
kids and the kids who went to  the Lutheran parochial schools. There was 
quite open animosity between those two groups, and I belonged to  the 
minority group. Of course, we still see that sort of group division in the 
United States. So I've been exposed to  such things for a long time. 

My father served on the school board when I was in late grade school 
and high school; my family was politically active from that standpoint. But 
my father always disdained formal politics and the seeming corruption and 
self-serving nature of much of it. But having your father on the school 
board was not a particular picnic. You got a lo t  of ribbing for it, especially 
if you were a good student. The accusation was that the reason you got 
good grades was because your father was on the school board, and the 
teachers were favoring you because of that. 

In college, between 1952 and 1956, I was not politically active except 
at  the fraternity. Those were quiet years on campus. Delta Upsilon was 
my main scene of activity. But I did spend a great deal of time on the 
fraternity. I learned a lot about organizations and getting along with 
people, and began to learn about running meetings, making agendas and 
making sure that minutes were well kept. We got our historical records in 
order while I was there - something I'm still interested in, hence this oral 
history project on FAIR. I constructed the first directory of all of the 
alumni going back to the time when the chapter was founded. 

Q: You found this sort of work congenial? 

TANTON: Yes, right. I've done it all my life. 

Q: You graduated from Michigan State i n  what year? 

TANTON: I graduated in '56. I should just mention that in my senior year, 
given the Rhodes scholarship background in our family, I decided that I 
would apply for one. That brought with it one of the hardest tasks that 
I've ever undertaken: to  write down in a thousand words why I wanted to go 
to  Oxford. As I mentioned, I had virtually no training in writing in high 
school, and I also had very little at Michigan State. I was a 
chemistry/zoology, and mathematics-type person, (in calculus I got the top 
grade, scoring 100% on every test) but, unfortunately, there were virtually 
no writing requirements in my courses. So I labored for weeks over that 
thing, and it was not a very good product. But I entered the competition. I 
recall very clearly going to the Detroit Athletic Club for the first round of 
interviews, where I was one of two winners. We were then sent to the 
finals, which were held at the University Club in Chicago. I remember 
vividly going over there. I think there were six scholarships for our six- 



state region, and there were twelve finalists. I lost out in the final round. 
but it was a good and formative experience. The rules of the Rhodes 
scholarship contest were that you could apply either from where you were 
going to school, or from your home state. Well, what happened was that the 
students that had gone off to  Yale and Harvard from the midwest came 
home t o  compete, because the competition was much less severe than it was 
on the east coast. I remember wondering about the fairness of that, and 
musing about the competition I was up against. These kids had gone to 
good prep schools and the best universities, whereas I'd spent my youth 
hoeing corn and beans in upper Michigan. So I was satisfied t o  make it as 
far as I did. 

Q: This is 1956. What happens to your life at that point? Is there a draft 
at that time that you must be concerned with, or can you go on with your 
professional education? 

TANTON: Well, let's see, the Korean War was in the early '50s and the 
draft was on our minds, but never too seriously. I think I had some sort of 
student deferment. I went on to  the University of Michigan Medical School 
in the fall of 1956. 

Q: So you go straight into medical school? 

TANTON: Right. All of the persons from my high school class who had 
gone on to a university had gone t o  the University of Michigan. You 
mentioned earlier that Michigan State's intellectual reputation was not as 
good as that of the University of Michigan. I had received a great deal of 
ribbing all during those college years from my friends at  the U of M. Well, 
some of those same folks went into medical and dental school with me, and 
I had the great satisfaction of doing better than they did in the first-year 
courses in medical school. I got straight A's - and even an unheard of A+ 
in biochemistry. 

Q: It's my impression, from being married to a lady who went to Ann Arbor, 
that i n  Michigan there are literally class distinctions around those two 
schools. 

TANTON: There are. My wife, Mary Lou, also went to  Michigan State. 
That's where we met, during my last year. She was a year behind me in 
college. 

Q: Well, I'm glad we have a lady introduced into the story for the first time. 
This is Mary Lou who? 



TANTON: Mary Lou Brown was her maiden name. She belonged to Kappa 
Alpha Theta sorority, located a few blocks from our fraternity. We met at 
one of those infamous teas that sororities and fraternities had to  introduce 
people. She had tried to avoid going to this one by being absent when they 
rounded up the girls, but they found her and dragged her along anyway. 
We both looked equally bored at the event and that was the basis for our 
finally getting to know each other. 

Q: Were you married right away or is that a later date? 

TANTON: We were married in 1958 between the second and third years of 
medical school. 

Q: How much of re Eevance to your later career, especially your public life, 
occurs i n  those years, the medical school years? 

TANTON: Well, there was an honorary society in medical school called the 
Galens, after the famous physician of Roman times. It was for juniors and 
seniors, and it was not strictly scholastic but more service oriented. I was 
inducted as a junior, and I became president my senior year. Again, I re- 
wrote the constitution for the Galens and compiled the first directory of all 
the people who had belonged to  Galens through the years. The Galens used 
to  have a drive at  Christmas each year to  raise funds for the poor kids in 
the town. I t  was a bucket drive on the street. The Galens also put on a 
caricature-type skit about the faculty every year called the Galens' Smoker, 
to  which all the faculty were invited t o  see themselves roasted for their 
foibles. I have vivid recollections of participating in those activities. 

Q: Let me just ask, are there other formative influences during the medical 
school years? 

TANTON: Yes, several. My wife, Mary Lou, and I were married in the 
summer of 1958. That's been a signal event in my life because Mary Lou 
and I have a lot in common when it comes t o  projects that we've 
subsequently worked on. We've always worked on them together. We've 
been blessed with a stable marriage so we haven't had a lot of upheaval 
that could have taken our minds off other things. 

The other thing that made a large impression on me in 1958 was the 
death of my brother, Tom, who was four years my junior. He was a student 
at Michigan State University and came down with a blood disease called 
aplastic anemia, in which the bone marrow shuts down. There wasn't much 
could be done about that in 1958. He was transferred to University 
Hospital in Ann Arbor, and died there a month after he became ill. That 
reinforced my natural tendency to tike life seriously and impressed on me 



just how short and tenuous our time here is. It also encouraged me to make 
sure I didn't waste too much time. If you want to get something done, you'd 
better realize that the clock is running and get on with it. 

My interest in natural history also was strongly reinforced at this time. 
The summer that Mary Lou and I were married, we backpacked the length 
of Isle Royal in Lake Superior, a distance of 45 miles. We met some people 
there who introduced us to a group called the Wilderness Society, which 
was interested in wilderness preservation. We joined, and worked a good 
deal toward the passage of the Wilderness Act, which was accomplished in 
1964 and signed by President Johnson in November of that year. 

Q: The year that you made contact with the Wilderness Society people would 
have been '59-'608 

TANTON: Summer of 1958. Then later on in that year I was introduced t o  
a natural area preservation group called the Michigan Natural Areas 
Council. They met periodically in southeastern Michigan - were 
particularly interested in botany and natural features of the landscape. I 
became secretary of that group and, in the course of that, got into 
discussions about the future of a very special place called the Huron 
Mountain Club, which is one of the most spectacular natural areas in the 
United States. It's located on the north shore of the Upper Peninsula of 
Michigan. There are about seven thousand acres of virgin forest there, with 
huge white pine and maple trees and so on. I was fortunate to be able t o  
visit that area. At that time, Senator Hart from Michigan was proposing a 
shoreline drive which would have gone right though the area, which would 
have opened it up to the public but it would have been degraded in the 
process. So that was the first of many battles I have participated in that 
revolved around questions of development and the public interest, and the 
long term versus the short term. 

Q: At what point would you have consciously considered yourself, described 
yourself, as an  environmentalist or whatever term was being used at  that 
time? 

TANTON: Well, the term being used then was conservationist, not 
environmentalist, which came along much later. I don't know when I would 
have actually used that term but I certainly thought of myself as very 
protective of the land. Even back in high school, my idea was that man's 
role was not to  multiply and subdue the earth, but t o  exist in easy 
partnership with it and t o  study the natural world. I did not agree with 
Pope that man was "the proper study of mankind," but found that the study 
of the physical world that we live in attracted me much more. I was 
interested in making sure that we kept our hands off part of it so that at 



least some areas could stay in good shape, both for natural beauty and 
museum purposes - for the preservation of genetic diversity, as it is now 
termed. But I was certainly interested in the preservation of species. 

Q: You described your increasingly active involvement in  matters of 
conservation without reference to any powerful single book or readings. You 
worked your way into it, I take it, rather more than simply reading an essay 
or book at the time? 

TANTON: Yes, I think that's true. I mentioned earlier that I've often had 
the experience of coming up with thoughts on my own which I later found in 
the writings of others. But my mind, for reasons I don't understand, (I 
guess it's my nature and my nurture combined) seems to run in a vein that 
allows me to think up things on my own. So there was no particular, 
single, powerfid experience but rather I think this preservationist streak in 
me was the result of my basic nature and the type of upbringing I had. 

Q: As I think back on the conservation movement in the late '50s when YOU 

were beginning to get active, it tended, certainly if  we judge by the Sierra 
Club and the Wilderness Society both, to lack any interest in  the population 
question, a question to which you later, I know, were drawn. Do you recall 
at this time in  the late SOs, as you were beginning to think hard about these 
questions, when you began to be aware of the population connection to the 
conservation effort? 

TANTON: Well, I began t o  wonder why all of these conservation problems 
were cropping up. I became convinced, and I don't recall exactly how, that 
increasing numbers of people were part of the problem. If we wanted t o  cut 
up more virgin valleys in the west, probably the reason was that we needed 
the timber, and one reason that we needed the timber was because there 
were more houses being built. With that background I chanced across the 
publications of the Population Reference Bureau in the late '50s. PRB was 
one of the main sources of population information at the time. It's actually 
the oldest demographic organization in the world. I found that many of 
their bulletins made a great deal of sense to me. So I began working on 
population matters. 

When I moved to Denver, Colorado, for my internship in 1960-61, I 
worked in the birth control clinic at Denver General Hospital, which was 
the first such clinic in a publicly supported hospital anywhere in the United 
States, I believe. 

Q: Had that been a consideration of yours in going to Denver or was that an  
accident? 



TANTON: It was an accident, but it seemed to me that one way I could 
express an interest in the population problem was by trying to help people 
not have kids that they didn't want t o  have. Then when we moved back to 
Ann Arbor in 1961 for three years of residency in ophthalmology, my wife 
worked actively with Ann Arbor Planned Parenthood. I was busy with my 
ophthalmology studies so I didn't do much PP work. I did continue my 
work with the Michigan Natural Areas Council. Then when we moved t o  
Petoskey in the upper part of Michigan in 1964, one of the first things we 
did was to establish a Planned Parenthood clinic in northern Michigan, the 
only one in that part of the state. Again, this was an expression of our 
interest in the population problem. 

Q: Could I ask about Petoskey? To an  outsider it's an unusual, small place, 
rather distant from the places where most of us spend our time. What was 
in your thinking about going to Petoskey? Is that an important decision or 
was this, at the time, just something that happened? 

TANTON: No, it was an important decision. Mary Lou and I were both 
raised on farms. We'd both decided that we'd rather live in the country and 
drive for the city's advantages than to live in the city and drive for the 
country's advantages. I wanted to keep bees, as I had done ever since I'd 
been in high school, and have a garden, chop our own wood and be close to  
the land. We did all those things, and still do. So we decided we wanted t o  
live in a small town, and it just happened that at that time there was an 
opening in Petoskey at a medical clinic, which was another thing that I was 
interested in. Rather than practicing solo, I wanted to join with a group of 
doctors to help provide comprehensive medical care. I was about the 
twenty-fifth physician to join the Burns Clinic, which was one of the very 
earliest clinics established in this country. It had been there since the early 
'30s, started by a visionary country doctor who patterned it after the Mayo 
Clinic which he had visited to see how they had organized things. So we 
went to  Petoskey both because of our interest in natural history and 
because of wanting to  live in a rural area. 

Q: So you go to Petoskey, then. The year is ... ? 

TANTON: 1964. 

(End of Tape 1, Side A) 



(Tape 1, Side B) 

Q: This is 1964. The country is on the edge of a turbulent decade. Indeed, 
John Kennedy had been assassinated the year before. The Vietnam War is 
beginning. The intervention is one year ago, and the '60s are going to take 
on a very turbulent character for a lot of people. But you're a young doctor 
in practice. Would you describe how and in what ways you get involved in 
public life in  the '60s? 

TANTON: I was very busy in my medical practice. I was the main 
ophthalmologist in the area, since the chap whom I had joined was on in 
years and didn't want to  operate anymore. So I had a very large surgical 
practice. Having been blessed with good health and the sense that we owed 
something back to the community, both Mary Lou and I plunged into things 
there before long. One of the first things we did was to  set up a Planned 
Parenthood Clinic in northern Michigan. We worked with the health 
department to  make sure that family planning services were made available 
to their clientele. We worked in the maternity ward, with the assistance of 
the obstetricians, t o  present birth control information to  their patients. 
Women who have just had a child are usually highly motivated not to have 
any more for a while. I also started working on some social things. There 
was an evident need in the area for coordination of the social services 
available to the community. So I compiled the first directory of the social 
services that were offered in our area and made that available to agencies 
and so on, t o  try to  help people find the assistance that they needed. 

Q: Who are the users? What is the poor community or the social services 
community in  a town like Petoskey? 

TANTON: Well, it's a resort community, so there's a lot of seasonal 
unemployment. It's out of the mainstream of the economy of the state of 
Michigan, so there tends to be high unemployment in the area. In the 
Upper Peninsula of Michigan, even now it's not uncommon to find seasonal 
rates of 20-25%. So there's a large population that depends on welfare 
services for at least part of their subsistence. We wanted to  find which 
agencies provided what and pull it all together in one place with addresses 
and phone numbers so that everyone who went searching wouldn't have to 
start from scratch. We began working on environmental things, too. The 
Bear River runs right through Petoskey. There's a good deal of public land 
along it, dating back t o  the time when there were dams on the river. The 
relics of these dams were still there. So I organized the effort to  take out 
some of the dams. We ended up wading in the river, pulling out old tires, 
planting trees and in general trying to focus the community's attention on 
what would have been a wonderful resource in most urban areas, but wasn't 



much appreciated up here because so much of the surrounding area was 
still nice and, as yet, unsullied. That project went on during the mid- and 
on into the late 1960s. Also during the late 1960s, I began to take some 
courses at the University of Michigan Biological Field Station, their summer 
school, located about twenty miles away from us. I took courses in 
freshwater algae, the taxonomy of flowering plants, ornithology, and the 
glacial geology of the area. I did this on my days off during the summer 
time. The course ran all day, one day a week, making this possible. This 
freshened up and expanded my basic stock of biological and geologic 
knowledge, which has helped me out a good deal through the years. 

Q: Now your description so far is of an  extremely active life, but devoted to 
your area, a part of Michigan. At some point, (I don't want to rush you 
through a story) but at some point you began to act on the national stage. 

TANTON: Well, I had a state-level stage before that. My activity on the 
natural areas scene led to my appointment by Governor Milliken to the 
Michigan Wilderness and Natural Areas Council. The Federal Wilderness 
Act had passed in 1964 and that stimulated a great deal of effort in states 
and regions around the country to protect locally significant areas that 
might not be covered by the Federal Wilderness Act. This, in a way, was an 
outgrowth of my work with Michigan Natural Areas Council. Some of the 
other people who worked on the council also were "promoted," so to speak, 
to  serve on this statewide board. We worked for a number of years and, on 
field trips, toured the fine natural areas of the state and, through an 
administrative procedure, got many of them set aside to be protected fkom 
development. Then toward the tail end of the '60s, Paul Ehrlich published 
his book, The Population Bomb. With all the interest I had developed in 
population by this time, I was very much taken with his book. I bought 
many copies of it to distribute, and read it several times myself. One 
outgrowth of that book, the organization called Zero Population Growth, 
was formed at the very tail end of 1968, and as soon as I learned about it, I 
joined, becoming one of the first members. Then in the early 1970s, 
pursuing my population interest and a membership I'd taken out in the 
Sierra Club, I was asked to  sit on a regional Sierra Club planning 
committee. I recall very well meeting at the Morton Arboretum in Chicago. 
One of the chaps who was there, Richard Cellarius, was active in the 
national Sierra Club volunteer structure, and he suggested me for the 
Club's National Population Committee, t o  which I was appointed. So I was 
beginning t o  make the transitions from just working on local projects to 
some state-level ones, and then working on some national issues. 

Q: I'm interested that you mention the Sierra Club having a national 
committee on population. It was my memory that the Sierra Club was quite 



divided on that question, quite uncertain as to whether it belonged on their 
agenda. 

TANTON: I think that's true. However, enabling resolutions were passed. 
I believe it was in the late 1960s that the Sierra Club recognized that 
population growth was a part of the conservation problem that they faced. 
One of the people on that population committee was a chap by the name of 
George Trichel, who was a geographer at San Francisco State University 
and a wonderful chap, widely traveled. He'd contracted polio when he was 
in Kenya as a child, was paralyzed in both legs, and got around with 
Canadian crutches. George, as it happened, was on the national board of 
Zero Population Growth, and although I was already a member, I'd never 
come to the notice of anyone there. So after I had been promoted t o  the 
chairmanship of the Sierra Club population committee, I was nominated by 
George for election to the national board of Zero Population Growth. That 
happened in April, 1973. I subsequently was elected national president of 
Zero Population Growth in 1975 and served until 1977. 

I might back up at this point to a couple of other things that 
happened, one of which was the Commission on Population Growth and the 
American Future, appointed by President Nixon. I believe it was in 1970 or 
'71. It made its report in '72. I had been giving a number of speeches in 
the late 1960s on the population problem. When the first Earth Week 
occurred in April, 1970, I spent a whole week on the road. In the course of 
a week I gave thirty talks on population growth as part of the conservation 
problem. It had long been my inclination, when talking about problems, not 
just to complain about them but to  suggest ways in which they might be 
addressed. So I felt that in my talks I had to examine where population 
growth came from. I concluded that there were, for instance, women who 
were having children they didn't want to have - unwanted children. 
Maybe that problem could be addressed, as we had tried to do through 
Planned Parenthood. That would be a help. And then there were women 
who already had large families and who perhaps still wanted more children, 
but who could be convinced that two, or three, or four was enough, rather 
than five or six. So that was another group. Then I began to notice the 
question of immigration as a part of population growth, so I did some 
studies and found that in the late 1960s, immigration counted for 10-15% of 
U.S. population growth. I began to wonder about that as a possible 
category to  be looked at to reduce the rate of population growth. I found 
virtually no one was willing to talk about this! It was a forbidden topic. I 
tried to  get some others t o  think about it and write about it, but I did not 
succeed. I finally concluded that if anything was going to happen, I would 
have to  do it myself. 

Q: May I ask -you're looking into matters that would require a library, a 



good library, a nearby university library of some kind. How is it that you 
get your hands on these materials from Petoskey? 

TANTON: Well, I have my own extensive library. I'm an underliner, so I 
started early buying any book I wanted to read, because I didn't want to get 
halfway through it and wish I had been able to  underline it for reference. 
So I have acquired a fairly large library. I've never counted, but it probably 
comes to two or three thousand volumes, plus literally thousands of 
clippings and articles, all filed by topic. I'm not a bibliophile in the sense 
that I collect first editions of anything, but perhaps I am in the sense that I 
like living around books. I like to have things at my fingertips, a good set 
of resource documents, good dictionaries, encyclopedias, and things like 
that. 

Q: Is there someone you're talking to, constantly, there in Petoskey, or is 
this, as it sounds, pretty much a autodidactic experience? You're teaching 
yourself from reading? You have Mary Lou, but you have not mentioned a 
guru or a figure with whom you constantly touch base. 

TANTON: Well, I guess a lot of it was autodidactic but I did, early on, run 
into some people who influenced me a lot. For instance, Garrett Hardin 
was on the Sierra Club population committee. When I learned that, I wrote 
to him with great excitement because I'd already run across some of his 
works. And I'll always recall his response, which was to  resign 
immediately. He said that he was not a committee-type person. His work 
was writing, and he didn't even realize he was on the committee. I guess 
he'd been put on some years before. I think that was one of my first letters 
to Garrett Hardin - of which there have since been many hundreds 
through the years. We've had an active correspondence. Another 
happening in this regard was a conference in Chicago, in about June of 
1970. It was called COPE, the Congress on Optimum Population and the 
Environment. I signed up for it, and took along the population literature I'd 
designed and put it out on the tables there. I ended up, by chance, sitting 
at a table next t o  Bill and Elizabeth Paddock. I already knew of the book 
that Bill and his brother Paul had written entitled Famine, 1975, which 
had been published about ten years earlier. In the course of the meetings 
in Chicago, I was invited by the Paddocks to  a rump session involving most 
of my heroes at that point - the people whose writings I had come across. 
Paul Ehrlich was there. Bill Paddock and his brother, Paul, who had 
written the aforementioned book, were there. Elizabeth Paddock was there. 
Also present was Willard Wirtz, who was, I believe, Secretary of the 
Treasury a t  the time, and had been doing good work on environmental 
things. Also, Garrett Hardin was present. 



Q: Willard Wirtz? He was Secretary of Labor under John Kennedy and 
again under Lyndon Johnson. I had not realized that he had a population 
interest. 

TANTON: He did. And let's see, Stuart Udall was also there. 

Q: Marvelous group. 

TANTON: I'll always recall it. Hubert Humphrey came to address the 
general meeting. He had the misfortune to show up wearing his alligator 
shoes! [Laughter] 

By this time, my medical practice was growing and getting 
substantially bigger. I had an associate by now, but I was still spending a 
great deal of time on these outside matters. I had built up my knowledge of 
natural history by t&ng courses at the U. of M. Biological Station. I'd 
gone beyond just local concerns, working now at the state level. After 
working on the state level for a few years, I had to drop these concerns as I 
went on to  some national ones. We mentioned that I had discovered 
immigration as part of population growth in the late 1960s. I had actually 
begun writing to the national ZPG leadership in 1971 or  1972 before I went 
on the board, trying to call this to  their attention and, as was common then, 
most people hadn't even noticed the phenomenon. And when they did 
notice it, they felt very uncomfortable about it and unable to  deal with it. 
When I went on the national board in '73, I suggested that we take up the 
immigration topic and was invited to  chair an immigration study committee, 
which I did. We produced two monographs on the role of immigration in 
the population growth of the United States - one that detailed the 
numbers, a second that made policy suggestions. For instance, such things 
as better control of the borders and better control of visas. We questioned 
whether or  not family unification was a proper basis for an immigration 
policy. ZPG actually hired a staff person, Melanie Wirkin, who ran this 
program for a while. But as president I didn't feel that I should try to push 
my own agenda too much. I felt I was supposed to run the organization as 
a whole. It became apparent by the end of my term in 1977 that ZPG 
would never make the transition to doing very much on immigration, and in 
fact, it does not to this day. The ZPGers were unable t o  make the 
conceptual leap. It was great fim working on the population problem as 
long as we could flagellate ourselves for being bad people by having too 
many children. But then the birth rate fell precipitately during the 1970s, 
a t  the same time that the immigration rate was going up. Even though 
numbers of people was the problem that had drawn the ZPG folks together, 
they were unable to  bring themselves to  say, "Well, I guess we have to work 
on the immigration question now." So the year of 1978 was a year off for 
me. I was still on the ZPG board and went t o  the meetings but was no 



longer president. I began to realize that if something was going to be done 
on this problem, we'd probably have to  start a new national organization 
that would focus just on the immigration question and try to become expert 
on all of the aspects of immigration that might come up. That had been one 
of ZPG's complaints about taking it on. They felt free t o  speak on the 
population dimensions, but when it got into labor policy or border policy or 
education policy, they felt that their title gave them no claim to expertise in 
these areas. 

Q: You said 1978 was a year in which you somewhat throttled back from 
your work at ZPG. You still live in Petoskey. You probably hadn't dropped 
out of all your Petoskey activities. What's going on there in your after hours? 

TANTON: In the early 1970s large scale second-home development began 
to work its way toward northern Michigan. I had already helped found the 
local Audubon Society in the late '60s, and had passed the leadership of that 
group on. I had also helped put together the local chapter of the Sierra 
Club. One of the first development proposals was t o  dam one of our local 
rivers, the Maple River, to provide a pond around which a great many 
houses were to  be situated. This is the only instance I can recall in which 
I've seen a problem and been able to pass it off to another person to work 
on. There was a wonderful chap there, retired fellow, by the name, believe 
it or not, of Rip VanWinkle. [Laughter] VanWinkle was his last name. Rip 
was obviously his nickname. Rip got very excited about the dam. He was a 
trout fisherman. We worked hard and eventually prevented the dam from 
being put in. 

About this time, twenty miles away, in the community of Charlevoix, 
another proposal for a dam came up. This was to  make a four hundred acre 
lake around which about a thousand houses were to  be situated. And this, 
again, on a wonderful little trout stream called Monroe Creek. Well, we 
fought the permit for that dam all the way t o  the Department of Natural 
Resources Board and lost. And as I drove home that night from the 
meeting in Lansing, it became clear that this was one of those "fish or cut 
bait" situations. I had already read Professor Joseph Sax's book, published 
in the late 1960s, called Defending the Environment, learning about the 
ways in which the courts could be used to further environmental goals. And 
I had also helped to set up a foundation in Michigan t o  fund environmental 
lawsuits called the Michigan Environmental Protection Foundation. So 
after being home for a day or so, I called one of my attorney friends, Peter 
Steketee, with whom I'd worked with on the MEPF, and asked him what it 
might cost to file a lawsuit t o  challenge this dam permit in the courts. 
Peter said he thought maybe four or five thousand dollars. This was the 
type of case where we had to file a suit very quickly to  get an injunction to 
prevent work from starting or contracts from being let, which would have 



increased our liability. I figured that I could probably raise that much 
money, but, if not, I could probably pay it myself and survive okay. Four or 
five thousand dollars does not sound like a lot of money these days, but 
when I started at the Burns Clinic, I made $16,000 my first year there. So 
those were significant dollars back then. Peter and I worked through the 
weekend and got this suit together and filed the thing about four or five 
days after the permit had been issued. It was one of the very first 
environmental lawsuits ever filed under Michigan's new landmark 
Environmental Protection Act, which Professor Sax had drafted. Well, the 
trial was a celebrated cause, both locally and statewide, with a great deal of 
newspaper publicity - not just about the trial, but also about the whole 
question of growth coming t o  northern Michigan and whether or not we 
could do anything to  control it. Our area, then, had very little in the way of 
zoning controls. 

One of the things that came out of the Monroe Creek suit - and two 
subsequent, similar ones I filed - was good solid zoning ordinances and a 
much increased awareness of where the community stood in terms of 
development. We ultimately lost that suit but won the issue because it 
turned out our contention that there was not enough water in the stream to 
fill the dam was true, and the developer folded his tent and went away. So 
we actually won. That was one of my first introductions to  the use of the 
courts, with which I've since been involved many times, and also to  
foundations and hdraising. As it turned out, the suit actually cost about 
$30,000, but we had extremely good luck in raising money, largely from the 
summer people in the area. I guess they were mostly protecting their own 
backyards, but they showed a willingness to throw money into the pot to  
protect our area. So a little light bulb went on there: we could raise money 
on these issues. How could we best use that fact? 

Before the Monroe Creek suit was over, another large scale 
development proposal surfaced in an adjacent community. Again, it had 
some of the same sort of considerations about water quality. I got several 
other people to work with me on this one. We thought there was good 
fundraising potential in this area, too. I was beginning to develop one of my 
basic principles, which is to always follow up on leads. One thing leads to  
another, just as my population work started out in Michigan and led to  that 
meeting at the Morton Arboretum, which introduced me t o  a fellow who got 
me on the Sierra Club population committee, which in turn introduced me 
to people that led to the ZPG board. If I'd opted out at any one of these 
points or  decided not to  follow the lead, we wouldn't be talking here today. 
So with these lawsuits, one thing led t o  another. With a group that now 
numbered, with co-plaintiffs, about twenty people, we filed the Birchwood 
Farms suit [actually Irish v. Green] against this second development. In 
that case we actually won and substantially modified the nature of the 
development. We had them put in environmental controls, forced them to 



put in central water, provide for a central sewer if it was needed, change 
the highway plan, and so on. Then, before Birchwood was over, yet another 
development proposal came along, and so we did the same thing again in 
the Cedar Cove suit. We lost that suit, but in the negotiations to  prevent 
an appeal, won basically all of the points that we wanted. I mention all 
this just to say that we decided that we could only do this sort of essentially 
negative legal action only so long. Fortunately, we were in a boom period in 
Petoskey, and we could file these suits and not really put people out of 
work. There was more than enough work t o  keep the contractors going. 

We decided that this was not really a positive or productive approach, 
but we had learned that many people would support preservation of the 
area. So we decided to start a local land conservancy as a follow-up effort. 
I had, by this time, through my work with the Michigan Natural Areas 
Council, learned a lot about preservation efforts. In the early 60s, I learned 
about a national group called the Nature Conservancy, our main national 
land preservation organization. I joined it and became a life member. I had 
thus acquired the background knowledge of how a local land conservancy 
could be set up. We recruited some of the leading lights of the community 
and launched this group called the Little Traverse Conservancy. It has 
been one of the most successfiil environmental organizations in the area and 
has won national awards. It's grown to the point where, through purchase 
or donation, it has preserved over 2,000 acres. We now have 1,600 
members. We had a project two years ago that cost about $1,400,000 to 
complete. We've just done another one that cost about $800,000. I've now 
been able to  drop out of the LTC for the most part, passing it on to  other 
people. All this was one of the consequences of being involved in these 
lawsuits and knowing through my reading and association that it was possi- 
ble. I learned about fundraising through this, and about direct mail, 
because we did some of each. I also learned something about environmental 
law and the establishment of foundations. 

Q: You're describing a story of very substantial labors and successes, many 
successes. It's only in retrospect that it appears that this is training ground 
for larger labors to come. You are blocking development here and there, you 
are suing here and there, you're active, but you don't describe controversy. 
Weren't you attacked? Didn't you become, in some circles, a kind of a 
busybody, or at least some kind of a radical, local doctor? What is your 
reputation? What is the degree of conflict that's associated with the role that 
you had taken on? 

TANTON: Well, there was a lot of conflict, and I was a very controversial 
person. I got angry, unsigned letters in the mail, and phone calls in the 
middle of night that had only heavy breathing on the other end of the line. 
[Laughter] 



Q: And not particularly friendly? 

TANTON: Mary Lou and I were both disturbed by this but able to put up 
with it. I guess we felt we had a responsibility. This idea of responsibility 

i s  one of the things that I got out of my early training. I got it from my 
parents and from the fairly religious background and experience I had as a 
grade school kid and in early high school. I felt that I had some duties to  
discharge. I was in a unusual position in the community because there 
were so few ophthalmologists around that I couldn't really be boycotted 
economically. [Laughter] And that was very important. I saw many 
examples, in projects I worked on, of businessmen who wouldn't sign a 
petition - who wouldn't take a stand - because they were afraid that the 
local folks would take their business elsewhere. Thanks to being in this 
clinic set-up where we drew patients from several hundred miles away, 
people from out of town wouldn't even know what I was doing, so they 
would still come to  me for their eye care. If people locally decided they were 
going to make their point by not going to Tanton, there was still a long 
waiting list. I was unreachable that way. I felt that this not only gave me 
a chance t o  do this work, but gave me an obligation to  do it, because a lot of 
other people were not so favorably situated. But controversy has its uses, 
and it got a lot of ink in the paper. And, as I say, we reached many people 
who were sitting on the sidelines, feeling the same way, but not knowing 
what to do or how to do it. When we filed the lawsuits, giving them a 
chance to  become co-plaintiffs, a lot of them screwed their courage up to do 
so, and many others contributed heavily. 

(End of Tape 1, Side B) 



Q: You're describing a very busy life. You're an  activist environmentally, a 
doctor, but also a family man, married. There must have been children 
coming along. What comments would you make about that aspect of your 
life? 

TANTON: We had two daughters. Our eldest, Laura, was born at Denver 
General Hospital, where I interned, in 1961 just before we left. Then our 
younger daughter, Jane, was born four years later in Petoskey, in 1965. I 
mentioned earlier my good fortune in having met Mary Lou, and I think the 
truth of the matter is that I probably was not as good a father as I might 
have been in terms of spending time with our kids. Fortunately, Mary Lou 
was very good with the youngsters and was a good and nurturing parent. 
So I'm sure that the bulk of the burden of raising the children fell on her. 

We have always done a great deal of traveling. When I finished my 
residency in 1964, it was common for a doctor t o  be deeply in debt. Most of 
my friends jumped immediately into a practice. We fortunately had little 
debt; I worked each year in medical school and Mary Lou taught school. So 
we decided to take two months off. Since we were leaving behind all our 
responsibilities in Ann Arbor, and we had not yet assumed new ones in 
Petoskey, this seemed like a hiatus in our life the likes of which we would 
not see again. That has proved to be the case. We purchased a camping 
van, and I worked in an ophthalmologist7s office for two weeks to grubstake 
us. Then we took off and spent seven weeks in the western part of the 
United States. We floated the Middle Fork of the Salmon River with a 
fellow who was the head of the American White Water Association, which 
was one of the groups I had joined. We hiked in the Glacier Park area with 
an ophthalmologist friend who lived in Kalispell, Montana. I climbed 
Mount Ranier in Washington state. We camped out on the wilderness 
beach in Olympia National Park. It was a terrific time, all recorded in the 
family journal we keep on all of our trips. 

Then after settling down in Petoskey, on several occasions we took 
the unusual step of taking time off without pay, again to  travel. In 1969 
we took a five-week trip through the southwest, during which we floated the 
Grand Canyon of the Colorado, visited Carlsbad Caverns, and camped out in 
the Chiricahua mountains of southeast Arizona. In 1971 we took a train 
trip across Canada, starting in Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, stopping off at 
Jasper, and then going on to  Prince Rupert. From there we took a boat up 
the Inside Passage t o  Juneau, rented a pick-up camper at  Haines, and took 
a trip up to  McKinley National Park and Fairbanks. We then flew to visit a 
friend in Nome, where we spent a week on the tundra. So we've done a lot 
of traveling. 

I remember a phrase from Rudyard Kipling that I read when we were 
in Singapore in 1986 at the time of the 50th anniversary of his death. He 



wrote, "What do they know of England, who only England know?" I think 
that our travel has helped us understand the outside world and has 
informed and modified the stands we've taken on things. Everywhere we 
went we tended to focus on the environmental and population consequences 
of what we saw. We reassessed what we were doing and made plans for our 
future work, 

Q: This is the late seventies. I think we mentioned the year 1979. That 
happens to be a year in  which your career and the career of young Roger 
Conner certainly connected in  important ways. How does a Roger Conner 
come into your life? 

TANTON: I met Roger during the Earth Day celebrations in 1970. He was 
in law school in Ann Arbor at that time. He was a student of Joseph Sax, 
mentioned earlier as the author of Defending the Environment. When Earth 
Week came along, Roger helped organize Earth Week in Ann Arbor, the 
first one held in the United States. I believe Roger and I met at that time 
but I don't have any clear recollection on that point. Perhaps he does. 
After Roger finished law school, having been heavily involved in 
environmental questions and having been appointed to the Michigan Air 
Pollution Control Commission by Governor Milliken, he was hired as the 
second executive director of a group called the West Michigan 
Environmental Action Council headquartered in Grand Rapids, Michigan. 
Roger and I worked on some things through W A C .  He knew of the 
lawsuits I had filed, because the attorney who managed them was Peter 
Steketee from Grand Rapids, a WMEAC volunteer. 

When I began to get the idea in early 1978, or perhaps at the tail end 
of 1977, of setting up a new organization to  work on immigration questions, 
I wondered who might head it. I thought about Roger at  that time, 
believing Roger had a great deal of potential. He's about ten or twelve 
years younger than I am. His career had been pretty much confined t o  
Michigan up to this time, and I wondered if he might benefit from moving 
on to the national board of some organization. ZPG suggested itself. I was 
on the ZPG board at that time, and of course, I was always trying to sell 
people on the idea that population was part of the conservation problem. 
Roger was receptive to that idea. So we invited him to join the national 
board of Zero Population Growth. I believe the first meeting that we 
attended together also intersected your career, Otis, because it was in 
Rochester, New York. 

Q: I remember that. 

TANTON: Roger and I piled into our camper-van and drove across country 
to  Rochester to the ZPG meeting. I think that would have been in the fall 



of 1974, because I went on the board in '73 at the national meeting in 
Boston. I believe it would have been in '74 that you were invited to  be a 
speaker, having recommended yourself by writing some articles in the 
Center Magazine on immigration. 

Q: I think, i n  fact, I had not written on immigration at that time. They 
invited me to talk on planning, a subject on which I had written. I 
remember giving a talk on planning which was probably a very poor talk 
and not very well received. 

TANTON: Well, a t  least we had the chance to  meet you so that when I 
later saw your articles on immigration in Center Magazine, we knew a little 
bit about each other. Actually, I guess, there was a little subterfuge on my 
part in getting Roger on the ZPG national board. I thought it would benefit 
him and enlarge his view of population matters. But it also gave him a 
little taste of the larger world out there and would help set the stage for 
him to move beyond the local Grand Rapids scene. We saw a lot more of 
each other after that. We went on some natural history-type trips together 
in northern Michigan. Then in 1978 when I decided to go ahead and set up 
the organization FAIR, I took two steps. First, I talked to  Jay Harris, a 
philanthropist who had preceded me as president of Zero Population 
Growth. He was president from '73, when I went on the board, until '75. I 
was elected president after his term was up, and he stayed on the board. 
Jay was a tremendous worker and very much dedicated to  the population 
question. He also believed in the immigration question, and when ZPG 
failed to take it on, agreed that we needed to set up a new group to do so. I 
remember telling him my plans and asking if he would put up the money t o  
start the thing off. Jay said he would think about it. Several weeks later 
(this is 1978) I received a hand-written letter from him pledging $100,000 
toward the launching of FAIR. He said he would give us $25,000 the first 
and second years, and then $5,000 less each year for five years, which if you 
add it up, comes to  $100,000. I remember that he finished his letter with 
the statement that the letter was legal tender and binding on his estate, 
and he signed it Jay Harris, L.S. I'd never seen those initials before. They 
stand for "legal signature." So he was a sophisticated and accomplished 
philanthropist. He knew that we needed more than just one year's funding, 
but he also knew that he shouldn't support it forever. He gave us the 
money to get started - and lots of encouragement - but said that we'd 
eventually have to go elsewhere t o  find other funds. 

With that guarantee in place, I was then able to do the second thing 
and approach Roger Conner. He probably remembers a bit more vividly 
than I do his being invited t o  Petoskey. We sat out on our deck overlooking 
the valley below and the bay and hills beyond and talked about the big 
picture in the long run. 



Q: He describes it as you taking him to the mountain top, I believe. 

TANTON: We could look down over those bee hives that had played such 
an important part in my life. Then we talked about matters of population 
and matters of immigration, how we weren't addressing the latter on the 
ZPG board, and whether a new organization was needed. We both agreed it 
was, and that we needed to find someone t o  head this organization up. 

Q: And, there were only the two of you there? 

TANTON: Right. This was a logical step in Roger's life. He'd spent five 
years at the Action Council, and taken it about as far as it could go. He 
wasn't going to stay there for life. He needed a chance to move on. So here 
was a new endeavor, one that involved playing on the national scene rather 
than just on the local one. Roger thought it over and agreed to take on the 
job of launching FAIR. I think that pretty much brings us up to the first 
part of 1979 when FAIR was actually started. 

Q: It's at this point that the F M R  story begins, and yet it  is my impression 
that throughout the FAIR years, which we will get into in  a moment, you're 
not simply a doctor who does immigration reform in  his spare time. You've 
got a number of other things you do, and that what you are up to, a lot of 
things your close friends aren't fully aware of: This might be a good time to 
stretch across the eighties the other things that you're involved in  before we 
turn and concentrate on the FAIR episode. 

TANTON: Okay. I mentioned before that I had a moderately religious 
background. 1"ve often been struck, as I look back on many of the projects 
that I've worked on, how this has also been true of many of the people with 
whom I've worked, even though most of them are not particularly churched 
a t  the present time. You, for instance, Otis: your father was a minister, and 
you came out of the same sort of background. Roger did too. I've often 
puzzled about why it is that the ideas of social responsibility, of persistence 
and self-discipline, tend to come out of that sort of background. They have 
served us well as we've gotten to  be adults. Our family attends the 
Presbyterian Church in Petoskey, where we have been fortunate to have 
ministers with good minds, men of broad scope who were interested in the 
world around them. 

One of the projects I helped start, and one of the highlights of my life, 
has been a Thursday morning breakfast group that meets weekly at  7:00 
a.m. at  the church to talk about all sorts of social, political, economic, 
philosophical, religious, and spiritual issues. We have for a number of years 
gone through the Foreign Policy Association's Great Decisions series each 



spring. The Association puts out a book that has essays on eight different 
foreign policy topics. We diwy those up and each present on one of them. 
This provides a good chance to  talk about something that's larger than our 
own local, individual lives. Those are terrific discussions. 

In that same vein, there was another group of people who were 
interested in further exploring the world of ideas, and so we set up a section 
of the Great Books Foundation Program. For several years now we've been 
working our way gradually through their materials. We meet for five 
sessions in the spring and five again in the fall, and read Dewey or Mill o r  
Locke, or whatever the selections might be. This has been a great thing too, 
and a high point in our lives - Mary Lou's and mine. 

Q: The Great Books Program, was that administered through Bob Hutchins' 
center in  Montecito or some other way? 

TANTON: Well, there's actually a Great Books Foundation in Chicago. 
Mortimer Adler was one of the ones who, along with Hutchins, started that 
whole project. They originally read complete works firom Sophocles and so 
on. This has now been abridged for the modern, busier, person. The 
Foundation produces paperbacks now with selections from larger works, 
though some shorter items are run in their entirety. This program has 
exposed me to a part of life that I largely missed as a chemistry and 
pre-med major at Michigan State, or  as a student at the high school I 
attended in rural Michigan. 

We've also started, in recent years, courses in French and German. I 
became interested in trying to refurbish the German that I had taken in 
college. My mother spoke German. I'm a great believer in the discipline of 
learning a language. We finally located a system of tapes and 
transcriptions that seem to work very well. We have had, for several years 
now, active groups in Petoskey that meet over lunch to read and speak the 
language of their choice. I still hope to get a Spanish language group 
started. These are a few of the activities we've helped to start. 

My hobbies through the years have been mostly low key things like 
beekeeping. I started that in high school and have kept bees for the 
twenty-five years that we've been in Petoskey. These are all things with 
which my wife, Mary Lou, has been involved. We raise our own queen bees 
and have a big party the last weekend in August every year when a 
hundred or so people come over t o  help take the honey off and generally 
have a good time. We garden a lot and split a lot of our own firewood, 
about ten to  fifteen face cords a year. As Thoreau said, "He who splits his 
own wood is twice warmed." In general our hobbies have been things that 
don't require much money. That's one reason we've been able to  spend time 
and money on these other activities, because we've not had a lot of demands 
on our resources for boats, second homes, airplanes and that sort of thing. 



Another important aspect of our lives is trying to  stay in reasonable 
physical shape. I ran up to 1,000 miles a year for many years, until I 
started t o  have some trouble with my knees. I actually ran a marathon 
once, which was quite an experience. For years I've followed a routine of 
calisthenics, sit-ups, push-ups, chin-ups, things of that nature, which fit 
together with trying to lead a fairly vigorous life. There is a group of 
fellows from our area that for nearly twenty years has gone canoeing in 
Canada every spring. We often take a week or ten days for white water 
canoeing, fishing, and camping. These trips have been another very nice 
part of my life. They get one into the outback, and give one an appreciation 
for being alone and for being where it's quiet, in a place where you can see 
the stars at night. 

As I think back about some of the principles that I have followed, 
these have, I think, developed out of projects I've undertaken, rather than 
preceded them. In the public sphere, I've always tried t o  concentrate on 
issues that were causes rather than simply effects. Hence in the 
conservation movement, one asks the question: "What caused the need for 
all of this work?" That was the questioning that led me to the population 
problem, which I saw as one of the ultimate causes, one which, if it could be 
modified, would then help a great many things downstream. I also think 
that persistence is a very important quality. I never considered myself t o  be 
particularly bright. I have an average mind, but as I look back in on 
myself, and try to be objective, one thing I have been is very, very 
persistent. For instance, I have worked at the population problem thirty 
years now, since the late 1950s. If one hangs in there over a long period of 
time, it's amazing what can be achieved, especially if the opposition is not 
as persistent. 

Another important trait that's enabled me t o  do things that have 
brought me a lot of public criticism is my ability to  rely on my own good 
opinion of myself, rather than seek the good opinion of others. If one wants 
t o  be liked and well thought of, that's a very severe restriction. If you're 
able to set your own standards and decide when you've met them, then you 
can proceed and not worry too much about public opinion. These are some 
of the ideas that have driven or nourished me through these years. 

Q: I believe there was one development in your life that you have not 
referred to but which is relatively widely known. You spoke much earlier of 
the difficulty you had writing, I believe it was the Rhodes scholarship 
application, but you wrote something that was published and that won a 
prize. You haven't talked about writing since you had such a hard time with 
it, but apparently you got over that hurdle. 

TANTON: Well, I have literally dozens of file drawers now full of memos 
and letters and things of that nature that I've written. But I have never 



been a writer of books like yourself - long scholarly pieces that required a 
lot of cross-checking and footnoting. I guess most of the writing I've done 
has been of the opinion variety. But you're right; when I got started on the 
immigration question in the late sixties and began to collect material on it, I 
tried a number of times to find people who could take all this material and 
write it up and make something out of it. But I never succeeded in finding 
anyone. I finally concluded that I would have to  try to do it myself, as best 
I could. One day I chanced to look in Science magazine and saw an ad for a 
conference to  be held at the Woodlands, outside of Houston, Texas, on the 
topic of "Limits to Growth." It was inspired by Dennis and Donella 
Meadows' book of that title, which had been read by a Texas oilman, George 
Mitchell, then one of the wealthiest men in America. He was much taken 
with the book's theme and decided to sponsor a series of five biennial 
conferences on the general topic of the limits t o  growth. Part of the come-on 
was an essay contest, with a first prize of $10,000. The second prize was 
$5,000, the third was $3,000, and the fourth was $1,000. Well, that was 
quite a lot of money in 1975! According to the announcement in Science, 
contestants were to submit abstracts of their proposed articles, on the basis 
of which the judges would pick twelve or fifteen people to prepare final 
essays. I needed to  do this anyway, so I wrote up an abstract and sent it in. 
To my great surprise and delight, I was selected as one of the finalists. So 
then I had a deadline. I wrote up a draft, but as I recall very well, we were 
going on another of our trips that summer to Cape Breton Island. When we 
took the ferry boat to the island, the girls became quite sick. So when we 
got to the Milford Lodge where we were going to stay (and where, 
incidentally, the biography of Churchill's mother, Jenny, had been written) 
we took a couple of extra days for them t o  recover. I'd brought along the 
final draft of my paper, so I spent those two days at the lodge putting it into 
final form, and then sent it back home for final typing and submission to 
the Mitchell competition. Well, it won third prize! One of the other 
contestants was the editor of the British journal, Ecology- I believe that 
was the name of it. 

Q: Or the Ecologist? 

TANTON: The Ecologist, that was it. He liked my paper, and printed it as 
the cover article in his journal. That was in 1975. So now at last I had my 
ideas on immigration down on paper, and they had the imprimatur of a 
fairly well-known journal. I now had a reprint I could hand out, rather 
than just talking about the issue. So this contest was actually a key step in 
the formation of FAIR. 

Along about that time several other things happened. In the 
mid-'7Os, Congressman James Scheuer from New York, who was quite 
interested in population matters, chaired a Select Committee on Population. 



He held hearings over a number of years. I testified at one of them. 
Michael Teitelbaum, with whom we've since worked, was staff director of 
the committee. I can recall clearly raising the immigration question with 
this group. They had never really thought much about immigration as part 
of population growth. 

Q: You had mentioned earlier the population commission that Nixon 
appointed, headed by Rockefeller, but you didn't have time to indicate how 
and in  what way it touched the immigration question. 

TANTON: There was a chapter in the report of the commission, number 11 
or 13, as I recall, that dealt with immigration. The commission noted, 
actually for one of the first times, immigration's role in population growth in 
the United States. However, this caused a great deal of division on the 
commission. They were unable to come t o  any conclusions or 
recommendations about immigration policy other than to  say that it should 
be left as it was. But that was still an important milepost. 

Then Jimmy Carter was elected President in 1976, and one of the 
early things that he did was to  appoint the Select Commission on 
Immigration and Refugee Policy, or SCIRP, on which Romano Mazzoli and 
Alan Simpson served, and where they got their basic education on the 
immigration question. So there was a great deal of ferment at  this time. 
The immigration question was starting t o  come to a head. 

If you think about the stages in the development of an idea, initially 
there's a period which Roger characterizes as "No talk, no do." Then comes 
a stage where it's "Talk, no do." We were still in the "Talk, no do" stage in 
the early 1980s. By then, immigration problems had been researched 
enough and had penetrated the public consciousness sufficiently so that 
Congress was getting set to act. It was just at this time that FAIR 
fortuitously came on the scene. Our timing was quite good. We weren't in 
a position to create a movement with our puny forces, but we were able to 
help shape what was already there. Society was ready to have an 
organization like FAIR to try to help mold the debate that came along in 
the 1980s. Incidentally, the third stage in an idea is "No talk, do," when 
the debate is over and consensus has been arrived at. We're still not there! 

Q: In your education, your on-going education, i n  particular on the 
immigration question, you've mentioned a number of ways that you came to 
develop your own comprehensive view of it. You've not mentioned education 
i n  history. I believe you took no history as a formal part of your education, 
or very little, and yet it's my impression that at some point you began to read 
some history, at least on the immigration question. 



TANTON: That's right. One of the articles that influenced me most was by 
Kingsley Davis. It was, I believe, in the September, 1974, issue of Scientific 
American. Davis is a demographer, and in this article he looked at 
migration as a human phenomenon going back as far as we have any 
recorded history, back to  the time of the pictographs and petroglyphs of the 
caves in France. He ended up concluding that we were coming t o  the end of 
the age of massive migration, because few lands wanted more people, and 
there were no more vacant continents. This was a very important article. I 
also read Cecil Woodham Smith's volume, The Great Hunger, about the 
migrations that came out of Ireland at  the time of the potato famine. Those 
are just two books that come to mind. But it was hard t o  find writing on 
contemporary migration problems. I knew something about the great 
dislocations of people that took place in India and Pakistan and Bangladesh 
at the time of the partition. 

Q: You must have very soon become aware, as you began to talk publicly on 
this question, that the American people had an  inherited history of 
immigration which was going to become a problem for work on immigration 
policy? 

TANTON: Right. I also read Strangers In the Land, John Higham's book, 
North From Mexico by Carey McWilliams, and so on. In the early stages, 
back in my ZPG days, I ran into Dr. Charles Keely, an immigration scholar. 
At the time he was, I believe, at  the Population Council in New York. 
Charlie actually gave some advice to  our ZPG Immigration Committee, in 
an attempt t o  help keep us on the straight and narrow. This was quite 
helpful from that standpoint, but I doubt that Charlie now feels that he 
succeeded! He came all the way to Cincinnati for one of our ZPG meetings. 

(End of tape 2, side A) 

Q: Well, the time seemed fortuitous for this idea of yours. I take it you 
really developed this idea by yourself, with you and your wife undoubtedly 
talking. But one might observe that you were a busy doctor in  the northern 
reaches of Michigan. An  organization of the sort that you're discussing 
needed to have an office and be centered in Washington, D.C. That's far 
away. That's in an  arena that you don't know intimately. So how did you 
manage this when you seemed to be, if not completely unprepared, not the 
most likely person for this? 

TANTON: As with many of the things I've done, I've just plunged in and 
learned to swim once in the water. Probably that's good. I remember very 
well that first lawsuit that I undertook. The attorney estimated it might 
cost $5,000, which I could have paid myself if need be. We ended up 



spending $30,000, which we ultimately succeeded in raising. But if I'd 
known at the outset it was going to cost $30,000, I'm not so sure I would 
have gone ahead, as that amount was beyond my means. We had just seen 
Measure For Measure at the Shakespeare Festival at Stratford, Ontario, 
from which I remember this relevant quote: "Our doubts are traitors, and 
make us lose the good we oft might win, by fearing to attempt." So I guess 
maybe we were a bit naive, but we went ahead anyway. 

But I did know, actually, a fair amount about what might be 
required. First of all, I knew we needed a lead person, and we had been 
able to  find Roger Comer. Secondly, that money was required. Here we 
had been able to  arrange for a nice start-up pot from Jay Harris. And I also 
knew something about direct mail from my ZPG days, because ZPG was a 
direct-mail organization. That experience was applicable. I knew a fair 
amount about lobbying, as did Roger, since we had lobbyists at ZPG. I had 
learned quite a bit about organizational structures and politics. But one of 
the things that was perhaps most helpful was an article by Bernard in 
International Migration Rol. XIII, No. 112. 19751 published by ICEM, the 
Intergovernmental Committee on European Migration. I had read the 
article in the early '70s and had re-read it several times. Bernard 
chronicled the steps taken to set up the displaced persons lobby in the late 
'40s and early '50s. He told how they found the necessary people and 
money, put out publications, got set to  do the lobbying, dealt with the press 
and grass roots, and the necessary sequencing of these efforts. It was a 
'cookbook' for setting up an organization. So we knew pretty well what all 
the different pieces of the puzzle were. And while we weren't perhaps the 
ideal persons to  undertake this, we plunged in and learned as we went 
along. 

Q: I can see that you weren't what one would call unprepared, entirely 
unprepared, for this. Still i t  is quite an  enterprise. What were the first steps 
that you took back in  1979.2 

TANTON: Well, they were actually taken in 1978, t o  get ready for 1979. 
We got our tax ruling from the IRS in about August of 1978. We had 
arranged for some other contributions before that. One of the early 
contributions went to the ZPG Foundation and was subsequently re-donated 
to  us when we finally got our IRS ruling. But a first step was simply 
finding an office. We located space in a basement on New Hampshire 
Avenue, N.W., that Roger moved into. He had just arrived in Washington 
with all his worldly goods in his car. He didn't even have a place to  stay! 
Bill and Liz Paddock, early supporters whom I had gotten to know on the 
ZPG board (on which Bill served), had a house in Georgetown. They let 
Roger live there for several months during the early part of 1979, as they 
were out of town. So that got him in out of the wind and rain, and cut our 



expenses quite a bit. Roger hired a secretary, so then there were two! After 
a little while, Gary Imhoff, a writer, was, I believe, the next person hired. 
The came Barnaby 2011, who was going to night law school at that time. He 
came on to do some lobbying. Things grew from there. 

Q: Now, you obviously can hire s taf  but they must have strategic direction, 
and the organization can't just be John Tanton and a bunch of Washington 
stafi You need to have friends. So you went about gathering them. I 
wonder i f  you would address your thoughts as to how you picked people uho  
would share responsibility with you. 

TANTON: I don't remember the exact sequence now in which people joined 
me on the board, but certainly Sherry Barnes was one of the very first 
people. Sherry had served with me on the ZPG executive committee, and I 
knew her quite well. She worked for Planned Parenthood in New York and 
was a free thinker who was able to deal with topics like immigration, unlike 
some of our other colleagues at ZPG. So she was key. Then there was Bill 
Paddock, who had been on the board at ZPG. He had left it by that time, 
but he understood our point of view. So that made three of us. You, 
yourself, were one of the original five board members, which is what we 
operated with for several years. I can remember well calling you, out in 
Santa Barbara, wondering whether I'd get the phone hung up on me or not, 
but broaching the subject. You agreed to come and test the waters and see 
what we were like. Let's see, the fifth person in that original group was 
Sidney Swensrud, the former chairman of Gulf Oil. Sherry knew Mr. 
Swensrud fiom his work at International Planned Parenthood and the 
Association for Voluntary Sterilization, and she thought he might be 
interested. So she swallowed hard and broached the topic to him at  one 
point. He was intrigued, and so joined up. The five of us had our first 
meeting down in the basement there on New Hampshire. As you'll recall, 
the ceiling was about seven feet. Those were certainly cramped and not 
very elegant quarters. 

One of the other early persons we hired was a writer, because our 
idea on the sequencing of new positions was that first we needed an 
administrative structure in place. The initial people hired had to do 
everything. But then as we got up t o  speed, we expected gradually to  break 
out the various functions. One of the very early functions had to be a 
writer, because we needed to get down our beliefs, produce some bulletins 
and brochures, and start a newsletter. As we hoped to enlist members, 
we'd, of course, need a newsletter to keep them informed and "on board." 
So the writer's position was one of the early ones we filled, with Gary 
Imhoff. 

Then, since fund-raising is key t o  all this, and since we thought that 
direct mail would be a way to  go, we started conversations with a number of 



direct mail firms. I recall that we met with Craver, Matthews, and Smith 
one time. We also met, on the other side of the political spectrum, with 
Richard Viguerie. Then, strange as it may seem, those two polar opposites 
actually got together at one time and were going t o  do a joint proposal for 
us. But our direct mail never really got off the ground because 1980 was a 
presidential year, and both of those firms by mid-1979 were caught up in 
the presidential mail campaigns. We were obviously very small fish in a 
very big pond, and so got little attention. We did have some other 
individual donors that came to  our aid, so we managed to keep the ship 
afloat. Our first year, I remember quite clearly, we raised $174,000. 

Q: That was the budget for the first year? 

TANTON: That was the amount of money that we raised altogether, right. 
So that paid the salaries of the three or  four people that we had hired, the 
overhead, and provided some money for other things one needs to  do. Our 
general plan for 1979 had been to put into place the writing function, the 
fundraising function, find some members, get a field staff going. After all 
these things were functioning would one be in position to  start lobbying, 
because by then we would have developed some policy positions, would have 
some members to  call on for lobbying pressure and so on. But as often 
happens, events ran ahead of us because in 1979 a bill was introduced that 
ultimately became the Refbgee Act of 1980. We were certainly not yet 
strong enough to influence that legislation much, but we couldn't ask for 
history to back up and wait for us to get ready. The appearance of this bill, 
combined with some pressure from one of our donors, along about July or 
August of 1979, saying that we hadn't really done anything yet, and an offer 
from Jay Harris to  supplement his contribution to  allow us to  hire a lobbyist 
to work on this bill, is what led us to  employ Barnaby Zall as our first 
lobbyist. So we really did have a baptism by fire - a total immersion. 
After only a few months, we were forced to jump into what was a very 
difficult and sensitive issue, for refbgee policy is one of the hardest parts of 
the immigration question. 

Q: I see a kind of division in the tasks that organization builders face. 
There's a machinery side, membership, find-raising, administration, hiring 
lobbyists. And there's a message side-getting your message together. Your 
message as to what the problem is and as to what needs to be done. I would 
think that the message problem is the most critically important. The other is 
important too. Would you talk about the formulation of the message in  the 
early days? What difficulties were there, or did it fall in place rather 
rapidly, the intellectual part? What are we for and what are we against? 



TANTON: Well, after I had written my paper for the Mitchell Prize, it was 
decided to put out a book on the first Limits of Growth Conference, to 
include the four prize-winning papers. So I was about to have another one 
of my learning experiences! An editor was hired for the book, and I got my 
paper back with more red ink on it than I ever recall seeing before. 

Q: We've all had that experience. 

TANTON: Late that year, in December, we were down at my wife's home 
for Christmas, and I chanced to pick up the Readers' Digest. It contained 
an article on a new writer's manual by Jacques Barzun, called Simple and 
Direct. I bought Barzun's book and found it a tremendous help. I learned a 
lot  about writing fiom that book, and I subsequently had the chance t o  meet 
Barzun. That was a great privilege. With the aid of this book, I redid my 
paper and, I think, improved it some. It was finally published as chapter 13 
in Alternatives to Growth I,  brought out by Ballanger in 1977. When we 
started FAIR, we saw the need t o  put out a basic paper. So our writer, 
Gary Irnhoff, took my article and reworked the whole thing. The result was 
published as our first immigration paper, called "Rethinking Immigration 
Policy." I believe you subsequently put out the second booklet in that 
series, the one on illegal immigration. It was an historian's look back at the 
early years of this century and the conflict then among progressives and 
labor unions as to  whether they wanted large scale immigration or not. So 
we did launch, in that first year, a series of publications which we hoped 
would detail our concerns and positions. 

Q: There are ways that you frame the problem, and then there are choices, 
surely there are important choices, that you make with regard to the sort of 
solutions you decide to advocate. Can you remember those choices 
reasonably well and try to revisit them for us? 

TANTON: Well, we broke the overall topic down originally into categories 
of legal immigration and illegal immigration. We learned early on that one 
must capsulize these things in a few words if one is going to  catch the 
attention of the press and be able to express ideas in sound bites on 
television and radio. So we said our first goal was to end illegal 
immigration. We felt that people coming illegally to  this country was not 
satisfactory. It was often hard on them, and we felt if people were going to 
come, they should come legally and aboveboard and enjoy all of the same 
rights and protections that the rest of us had. Secondly, we felt that the 
overall volume of legal immigration needed to be looked at from time to  
time to make sure it was consistent with other national goals. One other 
national goal we had in mind, of course, was population policy and the 
question of how populous we wanted the country to get, and to make sure 



immigration policy also fit in with employment policy and so on. So that 
was the way we expressed our two basic goals. 

A little later on, we reformulated it by saying that in immigration 
policy there are three great questions. The first one is: How many people 
shall we admit? Most people, even our opponents would, when you'd come 
right down to it, admit that we needed to  have some controls. They were 
not anarchists. Well, once you admit the need for some limits, the question 
is: What should the limits be? So the first question is: How many people 
should we admit? The second question is: Who gets the slots? There are 
obviously tens of millions of people in the world who would like to migrate 
here if they had the opportunity. We can't take them all, so we need some 
way of deciding who gets in. And then the third question is: How shall we 
enforce the rules? Do you need better border control? Do you need interior 
enforcement? Do you need better issuance of visas in the embassies abroad, 
and things of that nature? 

Q: Now, what we've not spoken of is immigration itself. But during these 
years the numbers and the trends are changing rapidly and historically. 
How do you recall the numbers and the nature of the problem itself at the 
borders and at the airports? 

TANTON: One of the things that happened in the late '70s which actually 
occasioned setting up the Select Commission on Immigration and Refbgee 
Policy was the increase of illegal immigration into the country. The number 
of people apprehended trying to  cross the borders illegally grew steadily 
during the '70s and into the early '80s. That was the driving force behind 
the Commission. But also during those years, thanks to changes in the acts 
of 1965, it became possible for persons to  come in outside the quotas - 
immediate relatives of people who had migrated earlier, for instance. We 
began to see an increase in the number of people coming outside the quotas. 
Unfortunately, now more people come in outside the quota than come under 
the quota. So there was growth in both legal and illegal numbers. As we 
looked at the overall immigration problem, it seemed that the first thing 
that needed to be addressed was the question of illegal immigration. After 
all, if the rules governing legal immigration were being widely flouted, it 
didn't make much sense to  change the rules if nobody was following them 
anyway. So what happened was that the Simpson-Rodino Bill of 1986 was 
largely concerned with illegal immigration. There was an early effort by 
Senator Simpson t o  have a comprehensive bill that looked at legal 
immigration too, but that turned out to be too massive a task. There was 
also this idea that it was illogical t o  change the rules if the rules weren't 
being followed. First, let's figure out how to get the rules enforced! That 
thinking tended to  limit the debate in the early 1980s to the question of 
how to deal with illegal immigration. Of the three fbndamental questions 



that I mentioned before - how many come, who comes, and how to enforce 
the rules - the Simpson-Rodino Bill really focused on the third of those. 
Everybody pretty much agreed that if we could solve that problem, then we 
could work our way back upstream and address the other two questions, as 
we have now come to do. In the late '80s, we are now starting to look at the 
characteristics of the people who are coming: education, job skills, language 
ability, and so on. 

Q: You're not sure what it will take, what themes will play in  the public. 
You're not sure what allies will come forward. You're not sure at this stage 
what enemies and opposition will come forward. You can formulate your 
ideas and your board's ideas, but to some extent you have to see how the 
thing develops. How did the argument develop and what became FAIR's 
central strategy? I take it that in 1979 and '80, perhaps into '81, you were 
just coping with events. The Muriel boat lift comes. The refugee legislation 
is forced forward. So you're reacting for a while but you obviously wanted to 
have a larger strategy, and it gets attached to legislation. How do you recall 
public opinion and how do you recall the arguments shaping up, and then 
your adoption of a central strategy? 

TANTON: All five of the first board members, along with our executive 
director, came out of the population and environmental movements. The 
thing that got us all into this in the first place was the very high-level 
concern in the 1970s about population growth, and the population 
arguments were the ones we put forth initially. But we found they didn't 
seem to carry as much weight with others as they did with us. One of the 
reasons that ZPG didn't want to take the immigration issue on, and the 
reason that FAIR was founded, was because there were many aspects to  
this question beyond the population ones. ZPG didn't want to  address these 
- such as the effect of illegal immigration on the disadvantaged in our own 
country, and on unemployment. As you'll recall, there were some periods of 
high unemployment in the early '80s. People were coming illegally into the 
country, and in some measure taking jobs. What was the effect on our own 
disadvantaged and underclass, as we've come t o  phrase it now? These types 
of arguments came to  the fore. We set FAIR up specifically to  deal with all 
aspects of immigration policy, not just those dealing with population 
numbers. 

Q: Do you recall yourself as expecting some kind of victory over illegal 
immigration rather quickly, or what was your sense of how long this thing 
was going to take? 

TANTON: Roger and I had read enough migration history when we started 
to know that this was going t o  be a very difficult battle. I can recall writing 



Sam Ervin, who had been head of the Senate Judiciary Committee when the 
1965 bill passed, which instituted the Western Hemisphere numeric ceiling. 
Up until that time, there had been a ceiling for Eastern Hemisphere 
countries of 170,000 a year, but none for the Western Hemisphere. This 
new ceiling was a hotly contested issue, but Ervin had insisted on it because 
immigration had been growing, and he just had the gut feeling that it might 
get out of hand. I wrote him congratulating him on his prescience. In 
reply, he denied having any of that. He said that it just felt like the thing 
to  do, and that the way they'd picked the number 120,000 was that Western 
Hemisphere immigration was running at about 112,000 that year, so they 
just sat around the committee room and said, "Well, what sounds good to 
you?" And somebody said, "120,000," and "How does that sound to you, 
Sam?" So they said, "Well, 120,000 sounds pretty good." They had no 
sense of the role of immigration in population growth, or of a population 
goal as policy for our country. 

Sam Ervin also mentioned that immigration was probably the single 
most sensitive topic that ever came before Congress. In the 1965 Act, I 
believe, they had well over a hundred different organizations testifying. So 
we knew that we were, in some measure, getting into a difficult area. 
When Roger and I decided in '78 to set up FAIR, we made an agreement 
with each other that we would work at it for five years and see whether it 
was possible to  achieve anything. If it was, h e .  If not, we'd cash in the 
whole thing at  that point. 

Q: You've got a small organization with a big task, up and running in  the 
early '80s, out-manned and out-gunned, but ambitious, and you've got at 
least five years of commitment to try to make a difierence. Let me just ask: 
You're back in Petoskey most of the time, but you've got some talents now 
and some pieces of the puzzle; how do you work with the people? How do 
you go about using all these people to do the many things you want to do? 

TANTON: Well, we decided on quarterly board meetings, and being the 
compulsive and highly organized person that I am, I early on set up a 
system of board books for each meeting with very definite agendas. We 
insisted on reports from the staff, each in his own program area. This 
forced them to sit down every quarter and write out what it was they had 
been doing and what they intended to do in the next quarter. These reports 
were circulated beforehand, and then we'd gather in Washington for a day 
or two of meetings with the staff. 

The board members all brought various skills to  this combination. 
For instance, you, Otis, as an historian, knew a good deal about the 
background of immigration reform. You'd written on the topic, and so you 
brought us something from academe and the sensitivity that goes along 
with that background. Mr. Swensrud was the businessman. He had been 



chairman of Gulf Oil Corporation, and was very successful as an investor. 
Also, I would add, he was rather like my father - a person of many 
quotations which he could readily throw out. I remember one in particular 
about taking down the fence one rail at a time. When you want to  change 
something, proceed stepwise. Another good one, that we can mention with 
tongue in cheek, was about the question of how detailed the minutes of the 
meeting should be. Sidney said that a poor memory was much better than 
a detailed set of minutes! One of the seminal things that Sidney did for us 
was to  note our tendency in those early years t o  spend every nickel that we 
took in. We were not planning much for a rainy day, which must inevitably 
come in this sort of work. So he insisted, I believe it was in 1980, that we 
set up an emergency h d .  I recall the meeting vividly. It was in the offices 
of the Environmental Fund. We decided that we would take five percent of 
all of the contributions that we got, plus any interest that we earned, and 
stick it in an emergency fund that would not be touched by the staff without 
authorization of the board. 

Q: This must have been very difficult because that amounts to a five percent 
cut i n  the budget. 

TANTON: Well, pay yourself first, as they say. If you're going to 
accumulate something, you can't do it unless you save. So we did start this 
setting aside, and of course with the wonders of compound interest that 
h d  actually grew fairly rapidly. It has proved a very great benefit 
through the years. We've often gone to  the fund to borrow some money to 
tide ourselves over a difficult time, or to  take up an opportunity where we 
just had to respond. The emergency fund provided a pool of funds for such 
expenditure, which we always repaid. Bill Paddock was another board 
member. He brought to  the whole combine a long experience with the 
population problem and a generally exuberant, go-get-'em attitude that 
helped us push forward. Sherry Barnes, the other board member, was the 
same way. She had long experience in organizational matters, working 
with Zero Population Growth and Planned Parenthood. She knew a lot 
about population and the environmental movement and was very good from 
that standpoint. Being in New York City, she was also in a position to work 
with the media people up there. 

Q: Were you and Roger a good team? Describe the teamwork. 

TANTON: Well, I think actually Roger and I were quite a good team. We 
had our differing strengths and weaknesses. I think I'm probably a more 
highly organized person than Roger is, and Roger's a more verbal person 
than I am. He'd been a national champion debater at Oberlin. He was 
quick on the uptake and the repartee, and was a very good person t o  work 



with the media. But he was down there in Washington, immersed in the 
middle of all the day-to-day conflicts. I was much more removed from the 
fray and could sit back and reflect a bit more on where we were going and 
what the next pieces were that needed to be put into place. Early on, I 
developed a practice of carrying a little notebook in my briefcase in which I 
wrote down ideas as they popped into my head. Then on a Monday (which 
has been the day I've taken for my outside work ever since I went into 
medical practice) I would call Roger, pretty much every week, and we 
would go through our respective checklists and try to just generally see how 
things were going. One of the things that I think was most helpful t o  him 
was my serving as a sounding board for personnel and staffing decisions. 
We would often sit down and talk over the staff people we had, asking how 
they were getting on, analyzing their strengths and weaknesses, considering 
what posts we wanted to fill, and whether somebody could be shifted from 
one position to another, or whether somebody should be let go. How do you 
manage the internecine warfare that always goes on in an office? Questions 
of that nature. We had, I believe, a mutual respect for each other's 
intelligence and commitment. We both had the sense to back off a t  times. I 
often deferred to Roger, especially in matters of political judgment. I 
considered myself weak in that area. I'd follow his lights and instincts as to 
how fast and how far to  push things. 

I might mention one other thing that comes to  mind here, and that is 
the politics of all of this, in conservative and liberal terms. I think that 
many people see the restrictionist side of the immigration movement as 
being conservative. I have a great disdain for those two terms because I 
think there's no set of prescribed or proscribed issues that tell us what's 
conservative and what's liberal. 

(End of tape 2, side B) 



(Begin Tape 3) 

Q: This is Otis Graham, and we are continuing the first interview with 
John Tanton on April 20, 1989. 

TANTON: There was this idea that immigration restriction was 
conservative and being open to immigration was liberal. I think one reason 
that FAIR succeeded as well as it did is that this, in fact, is not the case. I 
would say that of our early, first five board members, if you asked all five of 
them to make a statement as to whether they were liberal or conservative, 
probably Otis and Sherry would have said they were liberal. I would have 
said I was centrist. Mr. Swensrud would have said he was on the 
conservative side, and Bill Paddock would have said he was centrist, as 
well. I think if you looked at the life histories of all of us, you would have 
found that this was true. As far as Roger goes, you would certainly say he 
was liberal by anybody's definition. He'd been working on the 
environmental movement and so on. So one reason that we succeeded is 
that it was not a rock-hard conservative group, which would have carried US 

off probably into ridiculous and untenable positions. It was, in fact, a 
centrist group that had some st& and some board that were a little bit on 
one side of the center, some a little bit on the other. But it was a 
reasonable group that knew how to compromise, was not ideologically 
bound, and thus was able, I think, to deal with this very sensitive and 
central issue in American history. 

Q: T m  interested that you've indicated that the board members tended to be 
centrists, grouped around a moderate center, and you seem to have indicated 
that the staff - after all, when you run an  ad for a job in  a restrictionist 
immigration organization, people select themselves to walk in  your door. 
You're telling me that the experience was that you didn't attract angry, 
radical people but you attracted a diferent sort of person? 

TANTON: Well, of course, Roger was in charge of hiring the staff, and he 
would naturally tend to hire people who reflected his view of the world. But 
your point is a particularly good one. Let's say we had been a conservation 
organization and wanted to get a new public relations person. There are 
dozens of conservation organizations around, so one might run an ad and 
find somebody at any one of them who was ready to move on. There's a big 
pool of people to draw on who understand the basic conservation and 
environmental issues. But we had a new subject and a troubling one for a 
lot  of people. There were no other similar organizations to  which we could 
go to find staff members. So it was very hard trying to find people. That 
problem is only now easing up, as the issues become more acceptable and, 



as we'll see as we go along, other organizations have been set up. These 
now give us a larger pool of people to draw from t o  fill staff positions. In 
hiring an issue person, we're usually looking at young people, coming out of 
college. They're at the time in life when they tend to  have a certain vision 
of the world and of the future. They often feel strongly about ideological 
things. Also, you don't want to hire a hack. You don't want to hire 
somebody who will grind out press releases on any subject at all and try t o  
make them have some feeling. You'd rather find people who are committed 
to  your issue, well-educated persons, ones who will be able to fill a number 
of jobs, as most of us will have to  do in our lifetime. If you need field work 
done, they can do field work. If you need copywriters, they'll do copy 
writing. But it was very hard because there was not a large group of 
people we knew about who were schooled in this issue. 

Q: I want to ask now about friends and opposition. First, about friends. 
When you came to town, you must have had some sense of who might rally 
around your cause. Some people did come forward and help you. Some 
didn't. You must have been somewhat surprised. But I'd like to have you 
reflect back on friends, on the people and the groups that came forward and 
became allies, either tacitly or aggressively. 

TANTON: Well, initially, rather than wanting people t o  come forward to  
help us, I guess we wanted to  come forward and help other people. One of 
those persons was certainly Senator Alan Simpson and there was also 
Congressman Romano Mazzoli. As I mentioned, both of them had served on 
the Select Commission on Immigration and Refugee Policy, which reported 
toward the tail end of the Carter years. They had become educated on the 
issue and, in the 1980 elections, the Republicans won control of the Senate. 
So Democratic Senator James 0. Eastland of Mississippi, who for years had 
blocked any action on illegal immigration out of deference to the planters in 
Mississippi, was ousted as chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee - 
the committee that considers immigration matters. I think he retired from 
the Senate altogether at that time. But anyway, he was no longer chairman 
of the Judiciary Immigration Subcommittee, and since the Republicans were 
in charge, Senator Simpson became chairman of the subcommittee instead 
of Senator Kennedy, who would otherwise have had it. Senator Simpson 
was dedicated to doing something about immigration. So we began to try to 
contact his staff and work with him. 

Even before that, Senator Huddleston from Kentucky, a Democrat, 
had been working on immigration. So we had become acquainted with him. 
I recall very well one time when Roger and Mr. Swensrud and I piled into a 
taxi to go over to Senator Huddleston's office. Sidney, who had gotten in 
the middle seat of the taxi, said, as we jostled our way out, the same thing 
that Mr. Justice Holmes did when he saw a comely lady on the street when 



he was ninety years old: "Ah, to  be eighty once again!" [Laughter] He had 
a good sense of humor. So certainly those two politicians, and also 
Congressman Mazzoli, were people whom we tried to support. 

We thought when we went to  D.C. that, given our environmental and 
population interests, the environmental and population organizations might 
come to our aid, but that didn't prove t o  be the case. The population 
groups, as the U.S. birthrate had gone down, had largely come to  focus on 
the problem overseas. The conservation groups never had really gone 
through the transformation I had, when I said I wanted to  work on causes, 
rather than effects. They were still trying t o  save this wilderness or put out 
that brushfire without looking back upstream to the population problem. 
As Thoreau wrote, "There are a thousand hacking at the branches of evil t o  
one who is striking at the root." One group that did help us was the 
Environmental Fund. It had been formed in the '70s. One of the board 
members there was Bill Paddock, who was by now on our board. Another 
was Garrett Hardin, one of my heroes from some years before. The 
Environmental Fund helped us raise some of our early money, and Bill 
Paddock arranged for me to be appointed t o  the board of the Environmental 
Fund. I guess that would have been in about 1980. So that opened a whole 
new set of doors. 

So on going to D.C., we did not find a great coterie of friends who 
were interested in supporting us. Rather, we found ourselves pretty much 
alone and seeming to go against the American grain- in this country in 
which immigration has played such a role in the past - in trying to  make 
the topic an acceptable one for discussion. As a matter of fact, Roger used 
to phrase it that way: "one of our goals is t o  make the discussion of 
immigration a legitimate topic for thinking people." Another way that I had 
phrased it was to say that there were three stages in the immigration 
debate. The first stage was the Statue of Liberty phase. When you brought 
the topic up, you immediately had Emma Lazarus' poem quoted to you, and 
that was a sufficient answer for any possible argument that could come up. 
As the contradictions became larger, we moved into phase two which was 
the "Yes, but" phase, when people would say, "Now, I want to  make sure 
that you understand I'm not racist, nativist, or mean, but I've been thinking 
about immigration, and maybe there are some important points here. For 
instance, what about the effects of the brain drain on the countries of 
origin?" Then the third stage, which I think we still have yet to  move into, 
is one in which it's accepted as a legitimate topic and you can discuss it 
without being accused of things, or without first excusing yourself for being 
concerned about immigration policy. 

Q: With your mention of Simpson and Mazzoli, it's in '81, isn't it, just about 
'81, when a legislative vehicle emerges sponsored by Simpson and Mazzoli, 
and FAIR attaches itself to that in  the role of a friendly, but not entirely 



uncritical, advocate of that legislation? We might discuss that and have YOU 

reflect on FAIR'S role as a friend, but as a critic at the same time, and speak 
of the critical decisions that FAIR had to make as the '80s go along. 

TANTON: Well, our first legislative battle, where we really got our feet 
wet, as I mentioned, was the Refugee Act, introduced in '79 and passed in 
'80. Our main effort there was t o  try to put an overall ceiling on the 
number of refugees, and we partially succeeded in that. It was set at 
50,000 a year, but the President was given power to admit numbers beyond 
that in consultation with the Congress. The second effort, still one of our 
existing legislative goals, was t o  put a sunset on the legislation so that it 
doesn't just run on forever. Rather it would be like, say, a Department of 
Agriculture bill. A program might be adopted for four years, and then it 
expires and has to be looked at again. Immigration legislation, in general, 
tends to run on in perpetuity. We tried hard to get a sunset on the refugee 
bill, and nearly succeeded, but we just didn't have enough firepower to  carry 
the day. 

When the Simpson-Mazzoli Bill was introduced we began to see the 
line-up of opponents and proponents. I suppose we might say a few words 
about opponents. I'd say the chief opponents of doing anything on 
immigration are tradition and inertia. It's always very hard in our system 
to change something. The scales are heavily weighted toward the person 
who wants the status quo. If you stop and think about it, to  pass a bill you 
must succeed in the subcommittee in both houses, then on the full 
committee in both houses, and then in the full chamber on both sides. So 
that's six different places where you have to succeed. Then you very likely 
will have different versions passed, so it has to  go t o  a conference 
committee, where the conferees for each house have to  vote separately. So 
that's eight places where you have to succeed. Then the conference report 
goes back to the floor on both sides, and there's two more votes. So that's 
ten. Then you have to secure the President's signature on it. So that's 
eleven "yeses" in a row that you have t o  have to  get something passed - 
almost as bad as trying to  bowl a perfect game, where you have to get 
twelve strikes in a row! To succeed in killing a measure, you only have to 
succeed in one place out of eleven. It's very much easier to kill something 
than it is to  pass something. So the legislative system is stacked against 
getting something done. 

Another "opponent" is the traditional character of the United States 
as a nation of immigrants. I think this is actually not a very well examined 
phrase, because virtually all countries are nations of immigrants. It's 
because our beginnings in immigration are so recent that it becomes a more 
or less sensitive topic. 

But there was not any pitched opposition at the time Simpson- 
Mazzoli was introduced. The ethnic groups and the church groups that 



came to  oppose us later on in the decade weren't really that radicalized at 
that time, or the issue hadn't been joined enough that they'd made the 
policy decisions that later brought them into pitched opposition to the 
things that we were doing. 

Q: How does the legislation move? Well, I might ask two questions. FAIR 
is not entirely happy with Simpson's basic legislation, his bill. Do you 
remember the distinctions between what we wanted and what we were 
apparently going to get, even in his own proposal? 

TANTON: One of the hot topics was amnesty. I think that was probably 
one of the most difficult issues that FAIR ever had to wrestle with. We 
were, of course, concerned about the multiplier effect of amnesty. If you let 
some people in, their relatives will eventually come - one way or another. 
We were also concerned about the legitimacy of it. Here we had people 
standing in line around the world following the rules, waiting for a chance 
to  migrate, and we were about to  give special status to those who broke the 
rules, cut the line, came ahead. That rankled. And we were concerned 
about the precedent, because we knew that other countries around the 
world had declared amnesties and subsequently declared other amnesties. 
We had debates back and forth. Then there was the political realism, of 
course, to the whole thing. We had all these migrants here. They were 
probably not all going to be sent back home, so how should we deal with 
them? Then there was Senator Simpson's firm commitment to  the idea of 
amnesty. We had worked well with him, so that also moderates what you 
might do and how hard you might want to knock heads on this one issue. 
We actually went back and forth for, I would say, a year or more, the staff 
and the board, without a firm decision ever coming out. I can recall writing 
one paper on the topic to try to bring it to  a head. By the time the board 
and staff finally made up their minds on it, it was already too late to really 
influence the debate. It had gone along too long. It was accepted by then 
that there would be some form of amnesty. The only questions were the 
dates and how it would be administered. 

Q: Would you reflect on the very important strategic question, it becomes 
tactical sometimes, of an organization living in  Washington inside the 
beltway trying to influence legislation as a responsible and moderate player? 
Your membership, and I want to ask a bit about this, may have wished 
rather sharp cutbacks and curtailments and a legislation with ceilings and 
no amnesty and a harder line than staff inside the beltway felt possible. 
Were there compromises that had to be made from that perspective? The 
board has to chart some sort of course which is both effective, with 
compromise, and has the support of the membership, and which, in fact, is, 
in their view, right and in the correct direction. This must have been a 



steady source of difficult decisions? 
TANTON: Well, it was, and I'm not sure we managed it as well as we 
should have. I periodically had the idea that we should develop some sort 
of a policy manual where we would write down what our policy was on the 
education of foreign students, on the brain drain, on amnesty, on migration 
of relatives, and so on. We never did that. I guess we ran a little bit looser 
ship than that, and to this day we don't have a lot  of firmly worked out, 
written-down, highly debated policy positions. 

Q: Do I understand you to be saying that if the board writes down policy 
positions, i t  controls the staff too closely? Was it FMR's decision at the 
board level to let Roger and the staf'f have a little bit more running room for 
digression than that? 

TANTON: I'm not even sure it was a decision. I think it happened that 
way. One of the problems with public interest organizations in a place like 
Washington is the theory that the board sets the policy and the staff 
implements it. In fact, the staff is there all the time, talking with each 
other, and it's very difficult for a board even to find out what's going on, and 
then beyond that to have enough time to develop policy positions, for 
instance, to  get them written down and adopted and so on. So serving on 
the board of a group like this is not an easy task if you take it seriously and 
want to  do a good job at it. It's very hard to actually control things. The 
control usually passes to the staff in many of these organizations. 

Q: When you are asked by anyone whom you represent, whom do you speak 
for, how do you answer? Is it just a paper organization or is there somebody 
out there? What are the answers that FAIR was able to give i n  the early and 
mid-%Us, and how did you relate to those people that you claimed to 
represent? 

TANTON: Well, you want to  claim a large membership when you're asked 
that question in Congress. So one of our early programs was to  try t o  
develop membership. How do you do that? I recall well that one benefactor 
thought the way you would do that was by running a newspaper ad, and 
that person actually gave us the money to  run a full-page ad in the 
nationwide edition of the Wall Street Journal. That ad, as I recall now, cost 
about $42,000 for a single insertion! That struck us at  the time as a 
terrible waste of money, and that proved t o  be the case. I think that we 
only got a hundred replies or so from the thing. But interestingly enough, 
one of them was K.C. McAlpin who subsequently became a st& member. 
K.C. was in business in Texas at that time and was a reader of the Wall 
Street Journal. 

As it turned out, the only really efficient way to reach large numbers 



of people is through direct mail. So, as I mentioned earlier, we tried direct 
mail in 1979-80, but got buried in the 1980 presidential campaign's mail. It 
wasn't until after that, 1981 as I recall, that Roger met Matt Gallagher 
playing softball, I think. Matt was a young businessman trying to get 
started in the direct mail business. He had some experience. He became 
our direct mail marketing consultant and helped us develop a program over 
the next eight or nine years. First of all, it involved acquisition, that is, 
mailing to  cold lists to  test the response, hoping to break even. FAIR only 
rarely did that well. We usually had to  subsidize our direct mail program 
to find members. But we felt we had to do it, if for no other reason than to  
have some members behind us. When we were asked the question of whom 
we represented, we had, in fact, some citizens that we represented and 
people who would write letters, we hoped, when they were asked to  do SO. 

The other parts of a direct mail program are special appeals, usually 
mailed quarterly, in which we highlight some hot event that's coming up 
and encourage people to send in an extra contribution; and renewals. To 
run a direct mail program requires some computer services. We were all 
pretty wet behind the ears in this area. We made a bad decision in the 
computer company that we started up with. It was one that was designed 
to  provide constituent mail services for Congressmen. It worked fairly well 
at that, but we spent a lot of money and a lot of time trying to make it work 
for direct mail, and trying t o  get our early word processing system to work 
it. We finally gave that up, I suppose about 1983. But the direct mail 
program gradually grew. It did not have wholehearted support on the 
board. Whenever we came to a budget pinch, cutting direct mail was a 
convenient way to save quite a bit of money because it is expensive to m. 
But then that would impair our longer term prospects of building members 
and the fundraising that can go on with those members. 

Another way of relating to members is by newsletter. We started the 
newsletter about August of 1979. I recall very well one lunch that we had 
in Washington in 1982, during the year I spent down there. One person 
who attended was A1 Bruen, a chap who gave us some advice. He 
mentioned on our way out from lunch that Charles Colson's Prison 
Fellowship got 70% of its revenues by including a business reply envelope in 
the newsletter. It wasn't a big pitch for money. It just made it easy for 
persons who read the newsletter, and felt moved by what they saw, to send 
a contribution. It was easier than having to  go find an envelope and figure 
out the address, add the postage - here was an envelope already filled out! 
I made the suggestion that we start this, but it didn't seem to go anywhere. 
So I actually designed the first envelope, got it printed up and added it to 
the newsletter. To our great amazement, thousands of dollars came rolling 
in without our ever having asked for it. I think that it's brought in over a 
hundred thousand dollars a year since then. So that one idea has probably 
generated a million dollars in revenues since then. 



Q: Would you describe from your memory (I see you don't have notes here) 
the arc of membership growth of FAIR over the first ten years of its 
existence? 

TANTON: I can't pick the yearly numbers out of my head, but I did look at 
them in the summary chronicle of events that Gerry Mackie prepared as 
background for this oral history series. I suppose that in '85 we were 
somewhere around fourteen or fifteen thousand, something like that. One 
of the problems, of course, is whom you count as a member. How much 
does one have to  give and how frequently? I think we ended up deciding 
ten dollars over two years would qualifjr one as a member, rather than a 
lapsed member. 

Q: I'm sure all organizations face exactly the same thing. Do you know, as 
chairman of board, who are your members? What are they? Where are they? 

TANTON: Well, some members are more active than others. One thing 
members tend to  do is write letters to us. You have to answer their letters 
if you hope to  keep them as members. So we early on had a field position 
- we've always had a lot of trouble with that post - to  keep up a 
correspondence with the members and with luck find some activists among 
them: those who seem more highly charged than others and who will do 
such things as send in clippings from the local papers so you can keep track 
of what's going on, or  who, on request, will write letters or notes or  even 
perhaps make phone calls or send telegrams when some sort of legislative 
alert comes up. 

Q: You finished the decade, the first decade of FAIR'S existence, with, as I 
recall the oficial figures, around 50,000 people. There are obviously periods 
of surges ofgrowth. What is your memory of when there was a surge i n  
public response, in  membership? What is the message coming in from the 
membership? They obviously are joining because they are enthusiastic. 
What are they calling for? Are they in  any sense out of line, or are they 
calling for something that FAIR isn't doing yet? What's the dialogue, or lack 
of dialogue, with that membership mass? 

TANTON: We were always a little bit afraid of the field or  the members, in 
the sense that you know that in any membership organization there are 
some people who go off the deep end, whether you're on the right or on the 
left side of any particular question. We were always concerned that one of 
these persons would get hold of the stationery, present themselves as FAIR, 
write a demagogic letter, and spoil the things that we were doing. Let's be 
frank about this: people tend to give money to things that they care about, 
not things they're neutral on. So while we were centrists, one of the tasks 



in direct mail is to design an appeal that is not bland, but is still 
responsible. You want to  appeal to  a person's emotions but to  do it in a way 
that's still respectable. The task of a group like ours is to  raise the money 
where we can, which is where the feelings run high, but spend it toward the 
center in a responsible fashion. We have, through the years, had a lot of 
trouble and discussion in our direct mail campaign. We have written letters 
that we thought would appeal to  conservative lists, and letters that we 
thought would appeal to liberal lists. But in general, I think, our response 
tended to come from the more moderate ends of these lists. We were 
unwilling to  write the kind of appeal that would get responses from the far 
end of the political spectrum, because we didn't share those beliefs. 

Q: Two questions. First, if you held back, out of belief, from writing 
immoderate, emotional appeals to sentiments that were unattractive, but 
which exist i n  America on any difficult question, then one would think that 
other organizations would spring up in  the immigration field, other 
restrictionist sentiments would be mobilized? Did that happen? 

TANTON: Yes, it eventually did. There was a staff person for Senator 
East, who was certainly quite a conservative southern senator, who was 
interested in immigration and who finally retired from the staff and set up 
a group called the American Immigration Control Foundation or AICF. His 
name is Palmer Stacey. Their appeals were very much more strident. They 
would, for instance, take a stand against any form of amnesty. Since they 
were not a player in the legislative process, they could afford t o  do that 
because it didn't make any difference what they said. They raised the 
money, but I don't think really spent it effectively on the issue. We knew 
we had to live with everything we wrote. We didn't want somebody reading 
back t o  us in a Congressional committee something that we didn't want to  
live with. Again, trying to be reasonable and moderate, and realizing that 
you can't operate inside the beltway unless you're willing to  compromise, 
and knowing you're not going to get everything you would like - all this 
keeps one pretty close to reasonable boundaries, I think. 

(End of Tape 3, Side A) 

Q: As you manage this organization as chairman, do you have guiding 
principles and general rules that you try to keep in mind as you go forward? 

TANTON: Well, there was one little mnemonic device that we came up 
with in looking for new board members. We called it the three Ws. They 
stood for work, wisdom, and wealth, and the rule of thumb was that any 
good board member should bring at  least two of those things. I must say 



that thanks to  you, Otis, after awhile we added a fourth W, which stands 
for wit, because your outstanding witticisms helped to  lighten up some of 
the board meetings! 

Another thing that I tried t o  do was to figure out what my proper role 
was. Sometimes I would draft papers when I couldn't get an issue moving 
otherwise; when somebody else didn't seem to quite have the same idea, or  
the same grasp of a topic that I had. But I learned early on that the way to  
make an issue move is to get the person who's going to be responsible for it 
to  write the paper. That way it becomes part of them. They'll write it in 
the way they understand it. In that connection, one thing Roger and I did 
was spend a week on a sailboat in the North Channel of Lake Huron. I 
believe that was in the summer of 1980, at a time when we really needed to  
write a case statement for FAIR to pull things together. We had the time t o  
work on it out there, and were successful in getting it written. 

One other principle that I've followed is to promote from within and 
to work with people I already know, instead of going out on the open 
market to find new persons. We mentioned earlier the difficulty of finding 
people committed to the immigration issue. There are just not that many 
around. It's very helpful to  deal with people that you already know, whose 
strengths and weaknesses you're already aware of. 

Here's another principle that we learned early on. When we started 
off, we thought that we would be able to raise the fhnds to support this 
battle in the parts of the country where the immigration issue was the most 
acute - for instance, in California and Texas and Florida, and that we 
would spend our money in those same areas. We soon learned that the first 
half of the equation was right but the second wasn't. Because the problems 
of immigration had already become sufficiently acute in areas like 
California, the political system was already compromised there. Politicians 
could no longer take stands for fear of back pressure from the immigrant 
populations. Look at it: people who moved this issue were Huddleston from 
Kentucky, Romano Mazzoli from Kentucky, Alan Simpson from Wyoming. 
Where did the opposition come from? It came from Barney Frank of 
Massachusetts, from congressmen in California, from Claude Pepper in 
Florida - people who were subject to political pressures from the 
immigrants themselves. This was also true in the earlier years of 
immigration reform. Remember the McCarran-Walter Act of 1952? Senator 
McCarran was from where? - Nevada. Representative Walter was from 
Pennsylvania. I think a fairly general principle in working on immigration 
is that the action won't come from, or in, the heavily impacted areas. 

Another thing that always comes up in public interest groups is the 
idea of forming coalitions. We were seduced by the idea, too, and tried a 
number of times, especially in the early '80s, to pull together a group of 
organizations to work on the immigration question. It always proved 
difKcult. Other organizations had their own agendas. If you wanted one of 



them to  sign some sort of a policy statement their whole board had to fight 
it through and agree on it, and it was always difficult. The wording would 
often need to be changed a bit. So we finally learned that the way to really 
form coalitions with other organizations was not formally but through direct 
mail. Do a mailing t o  their membership. Find out which of their members 
agree with your message and sign them up directly as members of FAIR. 
Of course, as happens with people who are politically and socially active, 
many of us belong to a variety of organizations. 

We also learned early in the game why single interest organizations 
are the mule. It's not because the people who are in them are narrow 
minded and think that the world turns around a single issue, but rather 
because the more issues one includes under one roof, the greater the 
chances are that some members will object to  one of these items and drop 
out. Look at  the FAIR board: we all really came together around the 
population question. I'm sure if we had gotten into other areas like gun 
control or zoning or policy in Central America or international trade, 
protectionism, any one of a great number of things we could mention, if we'd 
tried to  include those on the same agenda with immigration, the whole 
thing would have fallen apart because we would have disagreed on these 
other issues. That's not bad, that's just human nature. So we continually 
try to  form coalitions, but they're not among organizations but rather 
among individuals, who happen to  agree on one issue and may disagree 
substantially or even profoundly on another issue. 

The question of chapters also came up in this business of working 
with members, or working in the field. As I mentioned earlier, we were 
with some reason really afraid of trying to set up chapters because they 
might go off half-cocked and spoil the whole effort. But the other reason for 
not having a substantial chapter effort is that immigration, unlike, for 
instance, the environmental question, is largely a matter of national policy. 
Immigration policy had long since been preempted by Congress and by the 
courts, and there was not really a whole lot t o  do on the state and the local 
levels. So you can't maintain a chapter unless you've got something for 
people to  do. That was one reason why we remained predominantly a 
national organization rather than a state and local organization. 

We had the usual problem of deciding at what level any particular 
issue should be handled. In theory the board sets the policy and the staff 
executes it. While that's a nice broad principle, when a specific case comes 
up, the question is always whether it's something the executive director 
should decide and act on, or is really something for the board to  decide. I 
think that such difficulties were largely resolved through good will. We 
never really had any substantial disputes about people going beyond their 
bounds, and since we knew each other and liked each other, most things 
were handled by negotiations and consensus. I don't recall that we ever had 
any real knock-down, drag-out fights about the staffs going too far in some 



areas. What's your recollection of that, Otis? 

Q: It might be worth observing that you, apparently, made a decision (I've 
never heard you declare this as a John Tanton insight) that the board, at 
least this first ten years, should have a great degree of continuity. You had a 
board which didn't rotate o f f  every three years and churn. It didn't churn. 
That must not have been an accident. That must have been something that 
you decided would be a good idea so that we would know one another and 
build that moral and intellectual sense that we did know each other? 

TANTON: Well, that's true. You may not remember, but one reason that 
we were able to get Sidney Swensrud t o  come on our board was that he had 
been on the board of the Association for Voluntary Sterilization, and they 
had a rule that rotated everybody off every three years. He had just been 
rotated off, so we invited him on. I just don't believe in this idea of 
automatic rotation. There are some reasons for it. If you have people who 
are ineffective or a problem, it gives you a polite way to let them go. But 
good people are so scarce, and particularly so in the immigration area, that 
we would have been very unwise to drop people off. I don't think that we've 
had any bad fallout from this practice. I don't think we've had any 
instances where we wished somebody had gone but hung on. 

Q: I remember that the board was always small. It was five, and then it  
went to seven, then it  went to nine. In fact, this might be a good time for you 
to mention the additions to the board. We had some new recruits, and they 
did make their own contributions. It might be a good idea i f  you would tell 
us how you ran into the people that you felt ought to be added to the board? 

TANTON: Alright. But I might first just mention a couple of other 
management principles. Another question that comes up frequently in 
public interest organizations is whether to use consultants or whether you 
should try to  bring people on staff to  do things. The advantage of 
consultants is that if you don't like their performance, it's much easier to let 
them go. The advantage of having a person on staff is that for any 
organization like FAIR to succeed, it must build a certain critical 
intellectual mass. You need a certain number of people in the office, 
program people, half a dozen perhaps, who are able to think and write and 
talk, who regularly bump into each other in the hall and can exchange ideas 
on a moment's notice. You can't get that out of a consultant. One needs 
both arrangements. Our direct mail, for instance, was done with Matt 
Gallagher as a consultant, but he spent a lot of time in the office. In some 
of the other areas we sometimes took st& on specifically to help build the 
critical intellectual mass of the organization. 

Another principle here, one that's applied in my life in general, one 



that illuminates your comment about the board's not having much turnover, 
is that persistence is necessary t o  see results in life. If we look back at 
some of the earlier immigration reform efforts, for instance the one that 
took place in the early 1920s, from 1921-24, youll find that the group that 
worked on it and put it together folded their tents and disappeared into the 
night after the bill passed. Well, one of the other characteristics of the 
immigration field is that the opposition is there persistently pecking away, 
day after week after month after year. If you're not there to  defend the 
gains that you made, you711 come back in ten or fifteen years and find that 
the beachhead has eroded. You'll also find that an unsympathetic history of 
your efforts has been written by your opponents. That's one reason for 
giving FAIR'S founders a chance t o  tell their own story via these interviews. 

When we started out, we hoped that we might be able t o  work for five 
or ten years on this and quit, but we soon came t o  the realization that there 
would be no end to this problem as long as its basic causes - rampant 
population growth and dire circumstances in the sending countries around 
the world - as long as those conditions continue, a long-term effort would 
be needed to try to  keep up our end of the bargain. 

I guess the last principle that I would mention is not taking credit 
and always taking blame. I think that's a good one in life in general. I'm 
sure that as we go on through this interview, Ill mention some projects 
which, according to my recollection, I thought up and got started. If you 
were to  ask Roger, he might think that he was the one. I'm sure we've both 
had this experience, but we never let credit and blame become issues. 
Someone once said that you can get a great deal done in life if you don't 
worry about who gets the credit. I also recall the saying of Lao-Tse, the 
Chinese philosopher: "He leads best who, when the job is done, finds his 
eople saying,-We-did this ourselve~"' So I think that in making an 

organization like FAIR go, it's good to be willing t o  take blame for things 
that go wrong and to be very chary about taking credit. What is the saying? 
"Success has a thousand fathers; failure is an orphan." 

We were going to talk about other persons who joined the board as 
we went along, and of our thinking on board size. Another organizational 
principle that I brought with me from ZPG is to have only one level of board 
management; that is, not t o  have a big board of 20-30 people which then 
requires an executive committee of five or six to get some work done. 

Q: Had that been the ZPG model? 

TANTON: Yes, and it was a big problem because the executive committee 
really ran the organization, but had to  secure the agreement of the board. 
So they'd have big board meetings twice a year and try t o  sell these people 
on something they really were going t o  do anyway. [Laughter] It was very 
inefficient. So Roger and I both wanted to  keep the board small enough so 



we could have one level of management. But the board also needed to  be 
large enough so as t o  provide training for succession. 

Early on I had been alerted to  the problems of succession by a friend, 
Horace Huffinan, Jr., who ran Huffy Bicycle Corporation, a big corporation. 
One of his main principles of management was to  start early looking for 
successors, to  avoid ending up with people who hadn't been well trained for 
their jobs. I was chairman of FAIR for the first seven or eight years, and I 
didn't mind - and actually enjoyed it - for four or  five years. But then I 
began t o  wonder who has going to succeed me. I could remember board 
member Thad Rowland telling me that I should be there forever! But I 
didn't feel that was the right idea. [Laughter] I thought that succession 
was necessary, and that we should be training people. I knew also that 
once a person got to be chairman, he or she would take board membership 
differently and more seriously, and would increase his or  her level of 
involvement. 

Q: Had you ever read, or in  any other way learned of the experience, for 
example, of Margaret Sanger at Planned Parenthood? She lived a long time, 
and David Kennedy has written a biography of her. The main point of that 
biography is that the talents that made her a brilliant leader i n  the first 
twenty years were exactly the talents that made her a bad leader in the 
second twenty. But she didn't remove herself. There was no succession. 
This is a classic example, in the population field, of a leader, who has the 
early charismatic qualities, not yielding at a second stage where other talents 
are required. 

TANTON: Well, I was, of course, very much aware of that. I had been in 
the Sierra Club during the era when David Brower was there. Brower 
accomplished tremendous things, such as keeping dams out of the Dinosaur 
National Monument and The Grand Canyon. But he then became a 
problem and nearly killed off the club with his unorthodox ways. So I was 
very much aware of the problem. Another friend, Ed Harte - husband of 
Janet Harte, who subsequently came on our board - a very competent 
businessman, at one time agreed to  become president of the National 
Audubon Society. Part of the agreement was that he didn't take the job 
until he knew who both his successor and his successor's successor were 
going to be! [Laughter] Ed wanted them in training, so he wouldn't get 
stuck in the job for lack of a successor. The chap who took it after him was 
a very busy man. I believe that Ed did the job for five years, and this 
fellow, knowing he was going to  take it, freed up his life in that time so that 
when it came his turn, he was ready to  go. This sort of planning is very 
important. And to have succession, you need a board that's larger than five. 

We felt that we needed a larger board for a number of reasons. We 
needed some board help with fimdraising. Also, if one board member 



couldn't come to a meeting, you're down to  four, and that's a pretty thin 
group for running a complex operation. One of the first people that we 
added t o  the board was Thad Rowland. Thad came to us, interestingly 
enough, through direct mail - he'd received one of our mail pieces. Thad is 
a very activist and forward person. He wrote in saying he was setting up a 
foundation and wanted to donate some money and wondered if we would 
like any of it, and if so, why. [Laughter] So we responded, of course, and 
invited him to a meeting. We got to know each other and he seemed 
'simpatico'. He also came out of the population movement. So he joined the 
board. 

I forget the exact dates now but Bill Paddock, who was an original 
member of the FAIR board, was nominated for president of the 
Environmental Fund, which was going to  be a fulltime job. So he resigned 
from FAIR, and his wife, Elizabeth Paddock, who had been his co-worker for 
years and co-author with him of some books, took his place on our board. 

One of the things that we set up in the early years was an advisory 
board. There were several reasons for doing that. Some advisory boards 
are strictly for show. They are only a set of names on the letterhead t o  help 
reassure people, but we wanted more than that. We certainly had some 
people who never came, who never gave us advice. But we did have an 
actual functioning advisory board. It met twice a year. We presented them 
a serious topic on which we needed and wanted advice. One reason for 
doing this was to  give us a chance to look at new people whom we didn't 
know well but who'd been suggested for regular board membership. We 
wanted to see who rose to the occasion. Who were the most interested and 
articulate persons? One person who attended those advisory meetings 
several times was Sally Gamble Epstein. Sally was from Washington and 
had worked in Planned Parenthood and population matters for many years. 
She was also on the board of the Pathfinder Fund, an international 
population group centered in Boston. 

Another advisory board attender was Janet Harte from Corpus 
Christi, Texas. Janet had also been very active in Planned Parenthood. 
Another person was Dorothy Blair of Naples, who also had been an 
enthusiastic Planned Parenthood supporter, and had been active in the 
conservation movement, supporting the Collier County Conservancy. All 
three of those people attended the advisory board meetings, subsequently 
visited regular board meetings, and were then invited to join the board of 
directors. All did so. I believe the last person t o  be added was Governor 
Lamm, after he left office, I believe, in 1987. 

Q: That's Dick Lamm of Colorado? 

TANTON: Yes, he was governor of Colorado. He had called FAlR about 
1981, I would think, after he'd seen some of our materials. He spoke with 



Roger, offered his services and has really been invaluable through the years. 
For instance, when William French Smith was appointed Attorney General, 
the first week he was in office Dick Lamm got in t o  see him and took Roger 
along t o  introduce the two, and to begin the Attorney General's education on 
the immigration issue. Smith was a very helpful person in those early 
years while he served as Attorney General until, I think, about 1984. 

Lamm, as an elected official, was able t o  get through t o  Senator 
Simpson and t o  others when we couldn't. He could place calls to the White 
House. As a writer and a politician who often took unpopular and 
controversial positions, he had great standing with the press. He wrote 
many articles which were generally well received, or at least widely printed, 
and did a great deal to help elevate the profile of the immigration issue. 

Q: Is it accurate to describe Lamm as a young, aggressive, energetic liberal, 
and self-taught on the issue? You didn't have to bring him along, I take it? 

TANTON: Well, Dick had been president of Zero Population Growth before 
I was, in about '71-'72. I first met him at a ZPG annual meeting in Estes 
Park, Colorado where we occupied the podium together. After talking about 
the population problem, we had a great joke-telling session, as I recall. So 
we had been in touch for a good many years. Dick has been very helpful. 
He worked with Father Hesburgh of Notre Dame. He knew the people who 
enabled us to put together several of the open letters to  Congress that we 
published. He knew Gerald Ford. He was able to get through to former 
President Carter, and so on. 

Q: This is a very prominent national politician who has become a friend 
and an  ally. Did you see his interest in the immigration question as 
something he saw as politically important for his future, or was it something 
else that brought him to make such exertions on behalf of FAIR? 

' 

TANTON: He also came out of the population and environmental fields, 
and he understood the implications of population growth for Colorado. You 
may recall that at this time there was an initiative in Colorado to  prevent 
the Winter Olympics from going there. I suppose that was in the late '70s. 
So Colorado was an environmentally aware state, and Dick was a 
population person. I'm sure he didn't see the issue as a political plus for 
him. Most people ran from it. It was probably a political minus. But I have 
a great respect for the man. He's always done what he thought needed to 
be done and let the chips fall where they may. That's one reason why he 
was so widely covered in the press. It's unusual t o  find a politician who can 
take unpopular stands and survive. What was there about this man? Well, 
I think the people of Colorado respected his integrity. He was governor of 
the state for twelve years. 



Q: It's a growing organization and when you grow and it's new and your 
executive director is new, everybody's new, there are administrative problems. 
I gather there were administrative problems in the office at FAIR, and, in 
fact, you left your practice for a time and moved to Washington. Why don't 
you go back to those years and that situation and discuss that? 

TANTON: Well, by 1980 my medical practice had grown quite a bit. We'd 
added another partner. There were three of us now, and it was apparent 
that we needed to  add one more person. We found someone from that year's 
class of residents, due to  finish training about July of 1981. Well, a little 
light went on in my head then. I knew that the new person coming into 
practice would have a bit of a hard time getting started, as it always takes 
a while. So it occurred to  me that I could take a leave of absence when the 
new person arrived and "lend my practice to  him. This was a big step, as I 
had the largest surgical practice in northern Michigan at that time, built up 
over 16 years. 

Q: Is this a wise move medically, I must ask? 

TANTON: Well, it certainly was not a wise move financially, anyway. 
[Laughter] I talked it over with my wife, and we decided to  take a leave. I 
was 47 at  the time, perhaps a good time for a little mid-life hiatus. I had 
taken off big blocks of time before, chiefly for travel. Why not do it again? 
It seemed to me that if I didn't do it at  this time, the opportunity would 
pass. After the new fellow had been there for a year and was established, 
he'd be pretty busy and wouldn't be able to assume my practice. So we 
decided to go. Our younger daughter was still in high school, so she spent 
her junior year in high school in Arlington, Virginia. It was a good 
experience for her, too. On September 1, 1981, we loaded a good share of 
our worldly goods into a U-Haul and headed off for D.C. I recall clearly 
that we just barely got up the hill outside of Petoskey when the truck broke 
down. [Laughter] We had to go back and get a different one. I wondered 
a t  that point whether someone was trying to send me a message! 

Q: Your motive, I take it, your purpose in going at this stage is not that 
there is something uniquely critical in  Washington, but that this was a good 
idea for your own life? 

TANTON: Well, it was that, but we were optimistic at that time that the 
bill might actually pass in 1982. 

Q: Simpson-Mazzoli ? 

TANTON: That's right, because things had been going along reasonably 



well. According to our understanding of the problem, we didn't see any way 
that Congress could put off dealing with it any longer. Well, they did 
manage to  find a way to  put it off! We thought that another two hands in 
Washington (Mary Lou was going to work for FAIR also) might maybe even 
provide the margin needed to make the difference. So the year that I spent 
in Washington, from September '81 through June of '82, I actually worked 
two-thirds of the time for FAIR and one-third of the time for The 
Environmental Fund. I was paid $2,500 a month which covered most of the 
costs of living there, but not much beyond that, since we had to rent a fairly 
expensive place. Concerning the Environmental Fund: I'd been on their 
board since about 1980, so I was able t o  spend my time back and forth 
between these two groups. FAIR picked up two-thirds of my salary and the 
Environmental Fund the other one-third of it. My assignment was mainly 
to  travel and raise funds, and I did a lot of this in the course of that year. 

But it made for a kind of organizational, hierarchical crisis when I 
arrived on the scene, because Roger was going to have the chairman of his 
board working in the same building. We weren't quite sure how the lines of 
authority should run here! I recall vividly, when we walked in, that Roger 
offered me his office for the year. Well, that was obviously not the spirit of 
the thing. We worked out a nice arrangement whereby I served as a staff 
member and followed in the chain of command like anybody else. I went t o  
the staff meetings and just - 

Q: You had an ofice in the - 

TANTON: I had an office right above Roger's, as a matter of fact, on the 
third floor. Being on a higher floor in the building we had then on "P" 
Street was not a particular benefit! [Laughter] It worked out quite well. I 
was just another staff person except when the board met, and then I 
changed hats and was chairman of the board for that period of time. 

(End of Tape 3, Side B) 



(Beginning of Tape 4) 

Q: We are continuing the Tanton interview on April 20th. This is Tape 4, 
Side A. 

TANTON: During the 10 months that we spent in Washington, Mary Lou 
served as a lobbyist for FAIR. She received a modest stipend, maybe 
several hundred dollars a month; I don't recall exactly what it was. She 
worked on the House side on the Hill and, I think, really proved effective. 
She enjoyed it a great deal. We lived in Arlington, and our daughter, Jane, 
went to high school out there. She benefited from the experience as well. 
So  it was a good thing for our family, and I think perhaps it was of some 
benefit t o  the organizations too. 

One of the things that happened during the course of that year took 
place in the spring of 1982. I was being shown around San Francisco by a 
FAIR member, Bonnie Hawley. We stopped by the San Francisco office of 
Senator Hayakawa. It was there that I met Stanley Diamond, who ran that 
office for the senator. We talked a little bit about the immigration question. 
The senator disagreed with us on that topic, but I had already learned of 
his interest in bilingualism and that he had introduced a constitutional 
amendment to  make English the official language of the United States. We 
talked about that a bit. That's another whole story that should be told 
some time, one that led eventually to the formation of U.S. English. 

Q: It's part of the FAIR story though, is it not, in this sense: you had 
brought up with the FMR board for discussion on many occasions the 
possibility that the themes we were raising - population increase, 
environmental degradation, injury to the disadvantaged Americans, the 
main topics that FAIR had always made it's themes -you had raised the 
question of expanding these to include the matter of cultural division. But 
the FAIR board and the FAIR staff had been very wary of that. Would you 
like to indicate how the history of FAlR and the history of U.S. English are 
connected here in  this regard? 

TANTON: Well, one staff person who was interested in this subject was 
Gerda Bikales, with whom I had worked on population and immigration 
issues for many years. Gerda herself was an immigrant to this country, and 
had learned to speak English when she came here as a teenager. We talked 
for some time about the bilingual question, which I had encountered quite 
frequently in my year of traveling. I often ran into people who would say, 
"Well, I don't know how I feel about illegal immigration. They do the jobs 
Americans don't want to  do, don't they? But I'll tell you what makes me 
mad. It's going into the voting booth and finding ballots in languages other 



than English!" I had been interested in language and communication for 
years. I had read Senator Hayakawa's book, Language In Thought and 
Action, as a college student, and had gotten a lot out of it. When the 
question came up of whether we should broaden FAIR'S bundle of issues - 
taking a look at cultural division and bilingualism and the changing 
composition of the American population and what that might mean - there 
was a great deal of resistance, as you say, to getting into what seemed like 
dangerous territory. So we arranged for Gerda to take six months off fkom 
her other duties to  study the bilingualism question. She wrote a 180-page 
paper, which concluded that it really was a problem and that someone 
needed to do something about it. So in the Fall of 1982, we took that 
conclusion back to the FAIR board to  ask if they wanted t o  add bilingualism 
to their bundle of issues. 

Q: I think I remember the meeting. Wasn't it on Long Island in  New York? 

TANTON: I don't recall the location. There was one meeting on Long 
Island. That was one that I ever missed. It was at Bea McClintock's place. 

Q: Then we continued the discussion in  your absence because it was a very 
large and continuing discussion. 

TANTON: The net result of it was that the FAIR board decided, "Thanks, 
but no thanks." They had enough on their plate. I was then presented with 
the option of either just giving up on the issue or doing something about it 
separately from FAIR. Well, I had already learned something about how to 
set up a new organization. I knew about direct mail and that sort of thing. 
Reluctant to quit, I met with Senator Hayakawa, who was about to  leave 
the Senate. He was agreeable to  trying to  pursue this matter after he left 
office. He had the list of donors to  his campaign. I was able to go back to 
some of our original FAIR donors and raise a bit of seed money, and we also 
got some help from FAIR. They lent us some office space, lent us Gerda for 
a while with the understanding that if we got up and going, we would repay 
these advances. I contracted with Matt Gallagher, our direct mail person, 
t o  develop a test letter. I recruited a couple of the Senator's friends, 
Stanley Diamond and Leo Sorenson, to  be first board members with Gerda 
and me. We dropped our first mail, I think, in June of 1983, and, I believe, 
made direct mail history at that time. The first letter came back with about 
an eight t o  ten percent return, which is about eight o r  ten times higher 
than one usually gets! So we knew we had a live issue then. It was clear 
that this was one that people understood and felt strongly about. Things 
went forward from there. 

Q: This may be a good time to discuss your larger activities. This is an  



interview aimed mainly at the immigration reform effort, and obviously 
FAIR, as an  organization, is at the center of it. But anybody listening to this 
tape and reading this transcript will realize you are a man with many irons 
in  the fire at all times. You launched U.S. English in 1983. Would you tell 
us if that's the extent of your cloning of; or creation of; or nurturing of 
institutions to do the total job? Was there a problem at FAIR of jealousy or 
of a feeling that their chairman, Dr. Tanton, whose attention they want 
100% of the time, was wandering off in another direction, and spreading 
himself a little thin? 

TANTON: Well, I don't think that jealousy is quite the right word, but I do 
remember Sidney Swensrud, in particular, being concerned that I might get 
to  spending too much time on other things, and that FAIR would suffer as a 
result. I recognized that as a possibility, but I thought that setting up U.S. 
English would turn out to  be a supportive move for FAIR, as it has been. 
It's turned out that the list of donors that U.S. English developed has 
proved to  be an excellent list for FAIR to mail to  for recruits, better than 
any other list, as a matter of fact. 

As to my personal organization for all these outside activities, I 
mentioned before that I've always set aside Mondays, ever since I went into 
practice in 1964, for such outside work. I got the secretarial part of the 
work done by talking my medical office helperlsecretary, Doma Pikur, into 
spending her Mondays, at my expense, doing the typing, filing, and mailing 
and that sort of thing. That went along fairly well until FAIR was formed 
in 1979, but then the work load began to grow very substantially. So in the 
spring of 1980, I recruited Kathryn Bricker as a fiill-time assistant. She 
had been the first executive director of the Little Traverse Conservancy, 
which you may recall I had also helped organize back in the 70s. Kathy 
and her naturalist-husband had gone off to  live in the Canadian bush the 
winter of 1979-1980. Mary Lou, several friends and I skied in to  their cabin 
in April of 1980, while there was still a lot of snow, in order to offer her this 
job. [Laughter] She decided to take it, and came to work for me in 
probably about May or June of that year. 

Q: In Petoskey, to manage what might be called your many activities? 

TANTON: Right, and we actually set up a separate office. I rented space 
from the medical clinic for which I worked, and we got the necessary 
typewriters, filing cases, telephones, and so on. 

Q: Did you have a name on the door? 

TANTON: Yes, we called it the Conservation Workshop. FAIR began to 
help pay the expenses of this office, because I now had a full-time employee 



and was working chiefly on the immigration question. When we decided to 
move t o  Washington for year of 1981-82, Kathy and her husband, Jim, who 
have no children and are quite the free spirits, decided, on my invitation, to 
come along. Kathy and I occupied the same office on the third floor at  FAIR 
during that year. She served as my arranger of trips, did my secretarial 
work and that sort of thing. She's a very competent and energetic person. 
She grew steadily as we got into this arrangement and took more and more 
responsibility. Finding Kathy Bricker was a big event in my organizational 
life in terms of being able to get more done. We both moved back to 
Petoskey in June of '82, where we established my office. Kathy served as 
my assistant for several years before moving back to Washington in 1988 to 
help out with U.S. English. 

Since I had been involved over the years in starting a number of 
organizations, each of them a separate group which required separate 
accounting and separate filings with the IRS, I got the idea in about 1979 of 
setting up an umbrella foundation, out of which a number of projects could 
be run. This really took form when we returned from Washington in 1982. 
We called the organization simply "U.S." The idea was that we could have 
projects under it that had U.S. in the name. The first one that we set up 
was U.S. English. Since we didn't know initially whether U.S. English 
would be successfiil or not, and since we had an established foundation with 
all of the proper accounting and so on already set up, it was simple to start 
it off as a U.S. project, just as a corporation might start up a new project to  
see if it would work. The agreement was that if it worked and got big 
enough, and if the project wanted to  go off on its own, it could do so with 
our blessing. 

Q: Did you have a model for this you were following, or were you making 
this up? 

TANTON: There is a foundation in San Francisco called the Tides 
Foundation where they've done something similar to this, but, I think, in 
substantial measure, I invented it myself. When we wrote our application 
to the IRS for a 501 (C)(3) status, we wrote our charter very broadly. The 
IRS accepted it. It's worked out well from that standpoint. Through the 
years we've added a number of projects, none of them as big as U.S. 
English. There's one project called ProWild which helps promote the idea of 
game ranching. We have projects in Kenya and New Mexico. Another 
project supports studies of hawks, owls, eagles, and ospreys - the great 
birds of prey in northern Michigan. We set up the solid waste recycling 
project for our area. It's called Recycle North, and it still runs as one of our 
projects. Then we had a number of cultural efforts in the area. I 
mentioned some of these earlier: the language courses, the Great Books 
discussions, the American Foreign Policy Association series. [A description 



of these activities will be appended to this oral history.] These are run as 
little projects of U.S. All in all, there are about sixteen projects that in one 
way or  another are run out of U.S. Some of them are quite small. 

Q: Seems a handy umbrella. 

TANTON: It's a very useful tool. If you want t o  get something done in life, 
it's nice to  have such tools in your kit. The most recent project we set up 
deals with the use of road salt. It's a terrific problem in some of our 
northern states because they keep the roads clear in the wintertime by 
salting them - very heavily. This causes billions of dollars worth of 
damage, not only t o  the roads and bridges, but also t o  the ground water and 
the trees along the highway, not to mention the cars. 

A chap interested in the road salt problem got in touch with me. He 
wanted to work on the problem, but he didn't know how organizations are 
run and he had no money. I was able to supply the organizational 
experience and some funds, so we plugged his project in and will help him 
as best we can with it. Well try t o  give him advice and support along the 
way. 

Q: Let me ask a question. A sounds as i f  you are on the verge of being 
regarded as a philanthropist rather than whatever you might have called 
yourself before. Do you have a source of funds other than the expertise of 
Kathy Bricker and your own managerial skills? How do you fund U.S.? 

TANTON: Well, the answer is yes. I have run into some people through 
the years who, as some philanthropists do, support people rather than 
projects. There are some people who have liked the things I've worked on, 
who thought they were worth doing. It may seem hard t o  believe, but some 
of these people actually gave money t o  U.S. for me to  spend on whatever 
suited my fancy. Warren Buffet was one of these persons. For a three-year 
period, from 1983-1986, he gave us about $90,000 a year that we were free 
to  spend on such projects as we thought were appropriate. Those were t o  be 
primarily related to population, immigration, and language. We've received 
monies from other people that I've spent on these projects too. 

One of my functions as chairman of FAIR, as a person who was 
removed from the day-to-day battles that staff' must fight, was to be a 
student of how social change takes place, and what institutional 
arrangements are needed t o  achieve change. For immigration, one very 
important part of the puzzle is the courts. The immigration statute is the 
second longest title in the U.S. Code, second only to  the IRS code in length. 
In addition to that, there's a great deal of case law that's been made 
through the years through cases being decided in the courts. We knew that 
if we weren't active in the courts we would eventually lose this battle. 


























































