An African American Woman Among the Good Ol' Boys in Indiana

Whenever I hear terms describing college mascots, such as "Aggies,' "Hoakies,' and "Hoosiers," I envision "good ol’ boys" of the white, redneck variety. I certainly can't envision African Americans ever referring to themselves by such names. 

President William Clinton
The White House 

1600 Pennsylvania Ave. NW 
Washington, DC 20500 

Dear Mr. President: 

I applaud you for taking the initiative in attempting to improve race relations in this country. Believe me, it is sorely needed. 
Having just gone through horrendous experiences with the U.S. Forest Service [USFS], I am of the opinion that the first place that needs investigation is the federal agencies-specifically, the U.S. Forest Service. I believe this agency is a bastion of institutional racism. Are you aware, Mr. President, that there were thousands of complaints filed against this agency for harassment and racial discrimination within the last few years? Doesn't that tell you some- thing is wrong? 
As a 52-year-old African American employee of USFS, I was systematically forced to resign. I had to make a choice if I wanted to retain a modicum of my health and my sanity. I had to give up the benefits that I had accumulated through eight years of very hard work. Now, I must try to start all over because of harassment and discrimination by a male supervisor who did not like the color of my skin and who resented my abilities. 

Prior to becoming employed by the federal government, I worked in private industry. I was a graduate assistant in a department of public administration during my college years; I have never received a poor evaluation nor was I ever dismissed from any position. 

Through the years I had heard from federal employees about the "good ol'boys network" and how people's lives were ruined by it. Therefore, in 1986 when I was approached about becoming a federal employee, I gave the invitation a good deal of thought before giving my answer. I was also told there was a desperate need for accountants. Emphasis was made on the fact that not only were my employment credentials impeccable, but the USFS would benefit in their diversity program because I am a black female with a permanent handicap. After two years I finally decided to apply for a position and received a direct hire from the Office of Personnel Management (OPM); I got the job on the spot. 

At the time I was hired I was the only black in my section and one of only three in the entire building. Shortly after entering the USFS, I received a GS-9 rating and per- formed well, despite suffering a brain aneurysm that caused me to be unable to work for almost a year. Upon my return, I was presented with an opportunity to upgrade to a GS-11 status by transferring to the Hoosier National Forest in Bedford, Indiana, for a position as a budget and accounting officer. 

My only preconceptions of Indiana were from the movies: I'd been inspired by the film Hoosiers and touched by Breaking Away. At the time, I was unaware of the fact Indiana held the record for the state with the greatest number of Ku Klux Klan lynchings of blacks. I soon discovered that Bedford was a community of blue-collar citizens who made no effort to conceal the fact that African Americans were not welcome in their town. However, the job was quite enjoyable. When I made the transfer to Bedford I found the forest supervisor, a white male, easy to work with and very supportive of diversity.  Within a few months I was appointed diversity program manager as part of my collaborative duties. 

The supervisor respected me and accepted my recommendations. At the end of the first year in the position, I received an outstanding performance rating and a quality step increase award. According to the regional African American Diversity Coordinator, I was the first African American woman in the region to receive such an award.
However, in less than two years, this supervisor retired.  Then came the acting supervisor who wanted a 'white only” shop. He had no respect for women in general and American women in particular. To date, there is no African American employed by the Hoosier National Forest. There is one African American male housed in the building, employed by the Washington office. Through my years in that office working for this supervisor, I applied numerous times for a transfer, but to no avail. I soon became aware being blackballed, even though this fact was continually denied.
As you might expect, through the years snide unpleasant remarks were directed to me in meetings or whenever the opportunity permitted. My supervisor resented the fact that I have a relative who is an undersecretary in the government, and he used this on numerous occasions to make unfair or cutting remarks; others did the same. With a supportive supervisor, those remarks would have been discredited. However, when the supervisor became the leader of disparaging remarks, there is little that can be done to dissuade others. I was consistently and continuously the object of such behavior. If and when I spoke up and expressed my displeasure with this treatment it made bad matters worse. 

Working with this supervisor soon became so stressful that my health began to deteriorate. I went to work daily feeling as though I was walking to my death, constantly faced with defending myself in situations where I had little--and in some instance no--input. That was no life for anyone to have to endure. Finally, I followed department guidelines and filed a complaint with EEOC. However, that action only exacerbated an already unbearable situation.

The lies and assumptions were too much to handle. Neither my supervisor nor any other member of the Hoosier Strategy Team took responsibility for their actions; in fact, they attempted to lay any and all blame at my feet. I was the only African American in leadership and I had no real voice. Consequently, after months of pain and agony, and having been diagnosed as suffering with a spastic colon from stress, I decided the best thing for my peace of mind and to improve my health was to resign. Currently, as I said previously, Hoosier Forest is all white; the supervisor got what he wanted. 

In May 1996, I resigned and returned to my home in New Mexico at my expense. I not only lost my job benefits from the eight years; I had lost my good reputation as an outstanding employee. 

In June 1997, I was more or less forced to accept what the Forest Service offered. As you probably know, one is sworn to secrecy regarding settlements. I can understand why that action is necessary: If I were the person responsible for destroying another person's life and reputation through falsehoods and institutional racism, I, too, would be ashamed to be associated with this action! Not one person on the Hoosier National Forest who was involved in helping to destroy my life and reputation has been held accountable. Nor has anyone been transferred because of his actions; it's business as usual. They go along happily in their day-to-day activities while I have been slandered. 

I know the Department of Agriculture secretary sent out numerous memos instructing the regional supervisors to find a speedy resolution to the numerous complaints. However, management at lower levels continues to force and intimidate ex-employees to "get it over with" and to accept mediocre settlements. Now at age 52, 1 am again attending the university in an attempt to prepare myself to compete in this youth-oriented job market. I know I could have refused the settlement offer; however, I was so sick of the lies that were associated with my name, I had to get out from under it as quickly as possible. 

Mr. President, I sincerely hope this letter gives you a little insight into what it's like to be an African American female in the Forest Service. Just check the statistics in the agency-the record speaks for itself. As your former Secretary of Agriculture stated, “it's time to close down the plantation known as the Forest Service.”.  Please contact me if you would like additional information. 

The best of luck to you in all your endeavors. 

Respectfully, 

Cheryl Boulden 

cc: National Task Force on Race Relations 

Rep. Albert R. Wynn 

Rep. Elijah E. Cummings 

DISCUSSION 

1. If you were appointed human resources representative for Hoosier National Forest, how would you go about investigating the allegations made by former-employee Cheryl Boulden? 

2. What approach would you take to make Hoosier National Forest's affirmative action plan more effective? 

3. What type of employee development and training plan would you draw up for the managers, supervisors, and employees of Hoosier National Forest? 

4. By what means would you ensure that progress is made in doing away with blatant as well as subtle forms of discrimination within the USFS?
