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Hor IssuEs:

The Joys and Anguish
of Aging

NY Chapter’s Speak-Out Reveals Sexism & Agism Go Together

Some 23 feminist pioneers from the New
York VFA chapter met at Janice
LaRouche’s apartment one evening re-
cently to discuss, in a conscious-raising,
“speak-out” format, how aging has af-
fected our lives.

We talked about the loss of youthful
beauty (and the attention it had gotten us),
and someof us were glad that this was over.
We talked about menopause; having to
take care of aged parents; not having
planned for an old age; facing physical
slowing down and being treated differ-
ently by the world. Some women said they
had discovered new-foundjoysin growing
old. Others said they feared poverty, aban-
donment and facing their own mortality.

Behdying the Way ‘They’ Expect

Most of us said we feel young inside
(our “interior” ages were variously re-
ported at 22 to 35), but many women
reported that they were affected by how
society sees us (particularly in the work
world, where most of us are still expected
to be “‘charming and attractive”). Several
women talked about how we have inter-
nalized the outside world’s preconceived
notions of how old people should act, and
how this negative feedback threatens to
force us into acting and feeling as “they”
expect. “We have this category of ‘old’
pushed on us, and we begin to behave
accordingly,” one woman said.

The shock of discovering that we are
“invisible” was mentioned by several

women, with nods of recognition around = 3
the room: being servedlastat a coffee shop ot
counter...seeingaman’seyeslightupashe =
walks toward you on the street, only to
realize thathe’s looking past you. Another !
shock, some women said, was looking in

the mirror and thinking, “who’s that?”

‘Celibacy Is Liberating’

The loss of sexual attractiveness was

cited as arelief by many women. “A bless-
ing,” said one woman who had been a
model. Celibacy is liberating, she added.
“Men are so blatant in the way they ignore
anolder woman,” said another. One woman

said she was shocked when she realized,in |
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a sudden epiphany in the dental chair, that |
her dentist was treating her “like an older | et

woman.” Some noted that there is “no

respect or dignity in aging in the U.S.”

Buying Into ‘Youth Is Beauty’
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buy into the ‘youth is beauty’ culture any
more than we bought into sexism.” One
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beauty, is what men want.”
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What’s Age Got to
Do With It?

By Dell Williams

When I got a request to do a column on
sex and aging, I stopped in my tracks. What
did aging have to do with sex? Was it a
problem? Does getting older affect our
sexual libido?

What is getting older anyway, except
anarchaic belief system. I’'m 69 andIdon’t
feel old (well, maybe not as energetic; I
can’t ski as fast as I used to). But never
“old.” Someone made that up.

The fact is, sex is as natural a function of
the human body as eating, sleeping and
breathing. The Goddess granted us a body
with the ability to respond sexually in
many ways. Our entire outer skin is one big
erogenous zone. So why would age affect
our responses?

Banish the Thought

If it does, it’s all in the head. We create
thoughts, and these thoughts solidify into
our belief system. So if we think we are
lacking inlust because of age, and since we

manifest what we think, we believe it. My
advice: Banish the thought!

My experience is that the older I get, the
sexier I get. Perhaps that's because I've
spent many years in an unfolding process:
pulling away, leaf by leaf, the psychic
wounds that bound me.

Facing Our Fears

And who in our society has not been
psychically wounded? Psychic wounds
create fear and distrust, the two elements
that interfere most with the flow of inti-
macy, the flow of sex. When I was able to
face my fears and dare to break through
distrust, a space opened for love and lust to
show up on a deeper level.

The only change in women that occurs
with aging is the hormonal change after
menopause that causes the thinning of the
mucous membranes of the vaginal walls
and a loss of elasticity. Rosetta Reitz, in
herbook Menopause/A Positive Approach,

recommends masturbation as a way of
postponing this condition. It is also allevi-
ated by the use of lubricants or by hor-
monal replacement therapy.

After discovering that estrogen is not nec-
essarily the cancer-invoking ingredient we
thought it was and that, in fact, it could
actually lessen the chances of heart attacks,
strokes and significantly decrease the risk of
breast cancer, I decided to look into it. My
doctor affirmed my decision. Hormonal re-
placement not only cured my vaginal dry-
ness, it also stimulated my sexual libido.

To judge if estrogen replacement is for
you, I recommend the book Estrogen/A
Complete Guide to Reversing the Effects of
Menopause Using Hormone Replacement
Therapy, by Lila Nachtigall, M.D. and
Joan Rattner Heilman.

My stand on sex and age is, *“Til breath
do us part”—which means, until my dying
breath. Where there is life, where there is
the life force, there is sex. Whether it is in
the arms of your lover, or your cat, or in the
middle of an orgasm, enjoy it til your last
breath. Who knows, it may only be another
beginning: I believe that each orgasm is a
mini-version of the Big Bang that created
life.

Dell Williams is the owner of New
York-based Eve’s Garden International,
Ltd., founded in 1974, where women have
access to the “tools of pleasure.”

Aging...

Continued from cover page...

finally realized that some dreams would
never be fulfilled (“I know now that I'm
never going to be a really good tennis
player,” said one woman). Some brought
up the question: “What am I going to do
with the rest of my life?”

A few women expressed fears of pov-
erty and abandonment. The awareness of
our own mortality was heightened, some
said, by such things as having to care for
aged mothers, the loss of important people
in our lives, a mastectomy. One woman
relieved the gloom by saying, “When1go,
I want it to be in the middle of an orgasm.”
“Only one?” quipped another.

Jane O’Reilly said that she views aging

losses from the point of view of her favorite
Japanese haiku: “Now that my house has
burned down, I have a better view of the
rising moon.”

Among the joys of aging mentioned
were: putting on weight and not caring; the
discovery that menopause is “a breeze;”
not taking rudeness anymore; the plea-
sures of grand-parenthood; the time to do
what we really want to do.

The anguishof getting older included:
regrets about the book or play never
written; difficulty in getting a job; inse-
curity on the job, (including pressure to
move on and make room for younger
people); physical slowing down, and
forgetfulness.

The group agreed that, as we had with
sexism, “we’re going to have to fight back
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against age discrimination, both economic
and psychological.” One woman reminded
us of the full page newspaper advertise-
ment some years ago in which women
publicly admitted that they’d had illegal
abortions: “We could do the same for
agism by taking out an ad telling every-
body our ages.”

But even in the group, not all women
were willing to tell their ages, and when
one woman did volunteer that she was 77,
she was greeted with the oohs and aahs of
the “you don’t look it” type.

Most of us realized, in this 1990s-type
consciousness raising, that we are now
under double jeopardy: We are not only
women, with all that entails, but we are older
women—and up against another “ism.”

—Scotty Welch & Jane Everhart
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All We Have is Each Other

By Phyllis Chesler

In only 25 years, a visionary feminism
has managed to seriously challenge, if not
transform, world consciousness. Never-
theless, I am saddened and sobered by the
realization that no more than a handful of
feminists has been liberated from the grind-
ing poverty, illness, overwork and endless
worry that continue to afflict the lives of
most women (and men) in America.

I have seen the best minds of my femi-
nist generation go “mad” with battle fa-
tigue, give up, disappear, kill themselves,
die—oftenalone and interribleisolation—
asif we werealready invisibie to each other
and to ourselves, our role as pioneers and
immigrants diminished, forgotten.

Immigrants always form infrastructure
or self-help groups and tithe themselves
accordingly. We are the immigrants who
in the late 1960s and early 1970s left the
Old Patriarchal Country to clear a path in
history for the generations to come. Jtis too
late for us to turn back, and we’ ve still got
“miles to go before we sleep” in our own
feminist country.

Few Feminist Networks

There are few feminist networks in
place with amandate to assist feminists (or
female adults) when they lose their jobs,
become ill, stay ill, face death and are
without patriarchal family resources, sup-
portive mates or other safety nets.

I ask: Where are our feminist credit
unions and emergency funds (remember
those failed attempts in the mid-1970s)?
Our feminist soup kitchens, Meals on
Wheels, land trusts and old-age homes
(remember those fiascoes)? Our breast
cancer fund-raising campaigns, our hos-
pices, our burial societies? (Feminists are
just starting to get serious about breast
cancer and about women with AIDS.)

These support systems do not yet exist.
One survivor of breast cancer told me that
in the mid-1980s, her newly formed cancer
support group disbanded when its first
member died.

Some feminists blame those whose g

immune systems cannot absorb any more

environmental toxins—or toxic amounts

of hostility. Some of us still say: “It’s her
own fault she has no health insurance,* no

nursing care, no job, no mate. She should |
have planned better or compromised |

harder.” Or we say: “But isn’t she really a
little (or a lot) crazy?’

Tired of the Fight

In 1982, Elizabeth Fisher, founder of |
Aphra magazine and author of Women’s |

Creation: Sexual Evolution and the Shap-

ing of Society, and in 1987, my dear friend | E
Ellen Frankfort, author of Vaginal Poli- |

tics, killed themselves. Not just because

they were depressed, on drugs or without |
hopethat things would get better (although |

some of this was so), but also because they

were tiredof fighting so hard forsolong for |

a place in the sun, tired of never having
enough emotional support or sufficient
money. They despaired of both man’s and
woman’s inhumanity to woman.

So many of us have died, mainly of

breast cancer. To name only a few: June
Amold, Parke Bowman, Jane Chambers,
Barbara Deming, Mary-Helen Mautner,
Barbara Meyerhoff, Lil Moed, Pat Parker,
Barbara Rosenblum, Isacca Siegel, Sunny
Wainwright.

No Quilt, No Memorial

And so many of us are struggling with
long-lasting disabilities, such as Lyme dis-
easeand Chronic Fatigue Disfunction Syn-
drome (CFIDS), myself included.

We have no quilt, and no memorial.

Some of us have been blessed by femi-
nist caretaking. I think of how magnifi-
cently Sandra Butler cared for—and or-
chestrated community support for—her
cancer-stricken lover/partner Barbara
Rosenblum (an account is in their book,
Cancer in Two Voices). 1 think of how
tenderly, how enduringly, Jesse Lemisch
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has cared for his CFIDS-racked wife, my

beloved comrade, Naomi Weisstein. I think
of how many lesbian-feminists cared for
and sent “white light” to Barbara Deming
and Jane Chambers.

But these are splendid exceptions—
lucky, individual solutions, even trends—
not yet sturdy.

I recently attended a rent party for Ti-
Grace Atkinson, author of Amazon Odys-
sey. Ti-Grace’s health was seriously im-
paired by exposure to low-dose radiation.
(Her father was head of the Atomic Energy
Commission’s Plutonium By-Products
Division at Washington State’s Hanford
Reservation.) She says: “First, I had a

Continued on page 4...
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All We Have...
Continued from previous page....

hysterectomy. Now I have no thyroid left.
. Itake tons of thyroid medication, some of
~ which has made me sick and unable to
. work.”

.~ The rent party was a determined, even

inspired, grassroots effort that yielded more
good will than cash. However, such events
are too labor-intensive, too hard to repeat on
. amonthly basis for every pioneer feminist
who is in an illness-related economic crisis.

Some Are Homeless

Ti-Grace atleasthas anapartment. Other

il feminist pioneers are—or are about to be-
= . come—homeless.

~ Forexample, a legendary anti-pomog-

- raphy activist has been forced to ware-
house her files and move in with a friend.
' The co-author of a lesbian-feminist clas-
sic, a well-known feminist comedienne, an
- abortion rights activist and countless other
pioneers all sway unsteadily on the brink of
joblessness and homelessness. The co-au-
. thor of a much-loved book on feminist
. spirituality became homeless last year; she
- left New York for a warmer climate to be
homeless in.

Shulamith Firestone, authorof The Dia-
lectics of Sex, and a welfare-recipient, had
to battle hard to hang on to her rent-con-
. trolled apartment in between visits to
¢ Bellevue in the late 1980s. The fact that
none of these women has written second
books impoverishes us all.

. Tamnotblaming any of us for not having
~ donemore. Wedid the best we could, and we

. did alot. But in all our imaginings, we failed
~ to imagine that we ourselves would grow
weary or fall ill and have no real, specific

. “family” totakeusinandtideusoveruntil we

. could get back on our feet.
We Talked Sisterhood

- Some of us acted as if we didn’t think

we’d need families again. Perhaps our
collective experience of transcendence
blinded us to our ordinary needs. But most

~ of us were longing for “communitas.” We

_ talked about sisterhood and community,
- tribes and alternate families—but only in
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the abstract, as we rushed from one daz-
zling spectacle to another.

I know: The republic ought to provide
employment, health insurance and medi-
cal care for all its citizens. But it doesn’t,
and we have fallen on hard times, along
with everyone else. All we have is each
other: Our sisters, ourselves.

* InMay, 1992, the Older Women’s League
(OWL) released a report which showed
that due to low-paying and part-time work,
American women between the ages of 40-
60 are far more likely than their male
contemporaries to lack health insurance.

Phyllis Chesler is the author of Women
and Madness, N.Y.: Avon, 1973

m Mailbox

“ ..What a magical feeling to see
all those feminist names again. Since
Imoved to Australiain 1978—as the
firstfemaleexecutiveinthe U.S. com-
pany thatsent me—I’ ve had no active
involvementinorganized movements.

The Australian women’s move-
ment was very different fromthe U.S.,
being closely connected to electoral
politics rather than mass movements.
We’vecertainly had some real changes
in this country. Our gender gap in
wages is less than yours, but our
breadth of female opportunity is more
constrained. I guess I was a strong
role model because in the early years
I had a high media profile..1 gave
speeches to women’s forums and
acted as a feminist gadfly.

I recently became an Australian
citizen. My life is quiet now; I am
married to an Australian, semi-retired
and enjoying it. I would be happy to
hear from other veteran feminists. As
more and more tourists come to Aus-
tralia, I'm sure some of that old crowd
of stalwarts must be among them.

—Judith Lightfoot Cormack
Sydney, Australia
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Going for a Hundred

By Mary-Scott (“Scotty’’) Welch

I’m one of the lucky old women, and
it’s thanks to feminism that I know just
how Tucky I am. That is, I know how
difficultlife was for the women who came
before me.

I have feminism to thank, too, for my
so-far-cheerful acceptance of “looking my
age.” Now if I could only have back the
time and money I wasted on such confor-
mities as hair frosting...ah, but I've prom-
ised myself not to regret the past, even to
that extent, only to understand it.

And that’s where feminism weighs in
to my greatest advantage at age 73. It
enables me to get a self-forgiving handle
on my younger days. Understanding the
past doesn’t improve it, I'll admit, but in
my case, at least, it keeps me from wishing
I were young again. My feminism lets me
see myself as a survivor.

‘What I Survived

For what it may be worth when you get
to re-assessing your own history, here is
what I feel lucky to have survived:

e Isurvived the 1940s, including a scary
illegal abortion. If I hadn’t found that
boozy doctor in the proverbial back alley
of Chicago, I wouldn’t have been able to
build the foundation of a career that has
sustained me from then on to this day.

o Isurvived the 1950s, when I was made
to feel guilty and *“‘unfeminine” because I
wasn’t completely “fulfilled” by raising
four children. Working half days made me
the odd-woman-out in the suburbs—even
though, asthe Ladies Home Journal and its
ilk ordained, I worked at home, so I could
be “there” for the kids.

I also survived the “family planning”
that produced the first three of those kids in
three years. Believe itor not, it was my own
idea to have the children so close together,
starting when I was 30. What we now call

the “biological clock’ ran out earlier in
those days, and this “plan” was designed to
get me back to my full-time editorial job
that much sooner. A hollow joke, that, but
how was I to know better, in those days
when women didn’t talk turkey to each
other except at Thanksgiving time?

Cancer and Depression

o I survived the 1960s, which included
both breast cancer and the unacknowl-
edged depression that followed. Part of my
emotional problem was pretending the
mastectomy never happened: Remember
back when breast cancer was a big secret?
The other part of my problem was trying to
cram my entire future into the five years I
thought I had left to live. (Eventually a
psychiatrist would help me see that I'd
been confusing the computer in my head,
giving it two diametrically opposed mes-
sages: “I’'mfine, fine, fine,” versus “I’'mon
my deathbed.”)

e When I think of how I survived the
1970s, I really have to credit my husband.

@ know, I know, I too always cringe
when I hear those modest little pull-the-
forelock speeches that women give from
the podium, saying they couldn’t have
done it, whatever it was, without their
fathers or their husbands or their bosses or
Patriarches Anonymous. But whenitcomes
tothe 1970s, see if you don’t agree that my
husband’s survival-power was crucial to
my own.)

Deep, Bitter Anger

What he survived was the deep, bitter
anger that welled upin me as aresultof two
major events of 1971 And 1972. First was
my own consciousness-raising with the
Radical Feminists. (I joined up for the
sake of my daughters, I thought—hadn’tI
always been a feminist? Ha!) Then came
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the devastating rape of the most vulnerable
of our three daughters—with the painful
side effect of causing me to rethink my
own experiences with men. Including said
husband.

He also survived my first year as an
activistin the Movement, an intensive year
of full-time work with New York NOW’s
Rape Prevention Committee.

Widowhood & Sexism

What my husband of 39 years did not
survive was his heart attack in 1981. Wid-
owhood carries its own load of sexism,
some of it internal, but once again femi-
nism cametomyrescue. Janice LaRouche,
in particular, helped me with the guilt, the
money and the choice I had to make when
the New Man turned out to be the marrying
kind.

I chose what I called a political state-
ment (against marriage), but I felt like a
fraud until Janice called it “personal au-
tonomy.” That label also seemed to take
care of my children’s objections to their
mother’s doing what they do—living with
a person of the opposite sex outside of
marriage—especially with a man not of
their own choosing.

Reminders of Age

So here I am, 12 years later and so what
if my daily quarter mile swim now takes
me 15 minutes, I can’t spring up from the
floor withoutusing my hands, I start yawn-
ing at 11 and (most telling of all), I really
need that nap in the daytime? In exchange
for such everyday reminders of age, I am
enjoying a let-up in the driving force that
used to make me restless and sometimes
reckless, too: Iam no longer afraid thatI'm
missing something!

What I'm definitely not missing is the
'40s, the * 50s, the ’60s, the *70s or even the
*80s. So here’s to the 1990s—and on to
2019!

Mary-Scott Welch is the author of 13
books, including Networking: The Great
New Way for Women to Get Ahead.
New York: Harcourt Brace, 1981.
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Membership List to Date

Please keep this list and share it
with other women who are in-
terested in the VFA. We will
add to the list as membership

grows.
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Scottsdale, Ariz. 85217

Adele Aldridge

408 Sausalito Blvd.
Sausalito, CA 94965
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Donna Allen
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Alice Armstrong
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Portland, Ore. 97201

Ti-Grace Atkinson
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New York, NY 10027
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91 Franklin St.
New York, N.Y. 10013
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West Milford, N.J. 07480

Rosalyn Baxandall
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New York, NY 10012

(212) 982-8388

Nikki Beare
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Suzanne Benton

22 Donnelly Dr.
Ridgefield, Conn. 06877
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Betty Berry
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W. Palm Beach, FL 33415
(407) 967-3085

Antonia Blackmon
aka Barbara Ireton
17 Fifth Ave.
Pelham, N.Y. 10803

Shirley Boccaccio
A.P. #20 Mascota
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Heather Booth

3724 Benton St. NW
Washington, D.C. 2007
(202 338-1349

Ivy Bottini
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Los Angeles, Calif. 90026

Elizabeth Boyer
Veritie Press Inc.
P.O. Box 222
Novelty, Ohio 44072
(216) 338-3374

Gene Boyer

P.O. Box 455,

1012 Lake Shore Dr.
Beaver Dam, Wisc. 53916
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16100 Golf Club Rd. #201
Ft. Lauderdale, Fla. 33326

Anne Brady
Box 534

Kennebunkport, Maine 04046

Susan Brownmiller
61 Jane St.
New York, N.Y. 10014

Patricia Burnett
18621 Hamilton Rd.
Detroit, Mich. 48203

Joan P. Burton

3230 S. Ocean Rd.
Palm Beach, Fla. 33480
(407 533-1484

Tony Carabillo
1126 Hipoint St.
Los Angeles, Calif. 90035

Margot J. Champagne
1625 K Street N.-W. #1190
Washington, D.C. 20006

Phyllis Chesler

732 A Carroll St.
Brooklyn, N.Y. 11215
(212) 788-2060

Nola Claire (new add.)
839 Emerald Bay

LagunaBeach, CA92651-1227

Mary Jean Collins
3025 Ontario Rd.
Washington, D.C. 20009

Teresa Conant
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Noreen Connell

151 West 74th St.
New York, NY 10023
(212) 227-9626

Judith Lightfoot Cormack
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Northbridge, NSW 2063
Sydney, Australia

Linda C. Cox
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Tallahassee, Fla. 32312
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(904) 386-2782 (h)

Flora Crater
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Falls Church, Va. 22043
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Barbara Evans Crawford
Van Gaard House
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Jan Crawford
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Iowa State House
Des Moines, Iowa 50319

Merrilee Dolan
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