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After surviving the longest nurses' 
strike in Illinois state history -
61 days - the 350 picketing 
nurses of St. Joseph's Medical 
Center in Joliet have now gone 

back to work. Why did they go on 
..___ strike? Why did the strike last so long? 

When both sides told their stories, their anger was 
apparent. For the striking nurses, one 
thing was clear - when nurses get fed 

up enough to fight for what they want, 
change does happen. 



" ... when nurses get.fed up enough to fight.for what they Want 
change does happen." ' 

Judy Wagner, one of the picketers, is 
a post partum/obstetrical nurse and a sin-
gle mother. "Afterchildbirth, this has been 
the most exciting time of my life," she 
said. "And I had a wonderful childbirth! I 
think there's a lot in common: the labor, 
the anticipation, the anxiety, and then giv-
ing birth. We call the contract our baby; 
she has ten fingers and ten toes, she's very 
young.and some people call herugly. We 
didn 't get everything we wanted, but she's 
our baby and we love her." 

The St. Joseph's Nurses Association, 
with the help of the Illinois Nurses Asso-
ciation, began contract negotiations with 
the management of St. Joseph's in May 
1992. After eight months of negotiations, 
the nurses decided they were getting no-
where. So on January 18, 1993, at seven 
a.m., 350 of the 630 R.N.s in the bargain-
ing unit went on strike. 

The organizer from the Illinois Nurs-
es Association, Kay Jones, who came to 
Joliet to help when St. Joe 's nurses first 
organized, said, "There were three main 
issues: quality of patient care, profession-
al respect, and a fair contract." Before the 
strike ended, she added, "They still would 
not tell a nurse what hours she had to 
work. And J 've worked in hospitals where 
they 'pulled,' but never like this. They 
pull psych nurses to the emergency room, 
they pull OB nurses to telemetry. You 
name it, they do it. And the nurses are 
saying, of course, it's not safe for the 
patients, and it's not safe for their nursing 
licenses." 

Tracy Piette, Director of Public Rela-
tions, disagreed. "We've been evolving 
as a healthcare institution for many years 
and so a lot of the issues that were integral 
to the nurses' reasons for joining a union 
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Florence Doesn't Live Here Any More 

by Arlee Hoyt McGee 

She's gone - to glory 
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But as trailblazers on more than one 
front, the striking nurses were up against 
strongly entrenched opposition. With the 
help of the Illinois Nurses Association, 
they were the first R.N.s to organize after 
the landmark 1991 U.S . Supreme Court 
decision, affirming the right of R.N.s to 
organize R.N.-only bargaining units . In 
addition to organizing the first union at St. 
Joe's, they were the first to strike at a 
private Catholic hospital in Illinois. Be-
fore the strike ended, Jones said, "The 
American Hospital Association and the 
Catholic Hospital Association were very 
much into this and did not want to see 
these nurses get a fair contract." 

Ms. Piette said the hospital was sur-
prised when the nurses decided to strike. 
"At the time, there were still 40 unre-
solved issues at the bargaining table, so it 
was really, in our opinion, a very prema-
ture work action. Quality patient care is 
what they claimed to have gone out on 
strike for. Those issues were addressed 
and resolved pretty early in the strike and 
yet the work stoppage continued." 

The main reason the nurses orga-
nized and then went on strike was because 

"We call the 
contract our baby; 
she has ten fingers 

and ten toes, 
she's very young, 
and some people 

call her ugly. 
We didn't get 
everything we 

wanted, but she's 
our baby and 
we love her." 

they were so oppressed, said Jones. "It 
was like the battered wife syndrome. This 
is a city with a large population but a 
small-town mentality. The nurses didn't 
even know that they were being treated 
badly. Now that they know it, and now 
that they've asserted their knowledge, it's 
just amazing to see them. I've never 
considered myself a flaming feminist , but 
after going through this and seeing the 
growth of these nurses and how they've 
become empowered - it's really some-
thing." 

But some nurses did feel they were 
treated badly. In fact, about 16 years ago 
R.N. Judy Steed, who ' s worked at St. 
Joe's for over 26 years, remembered try-
ing to organize. "We did not organize 
through any other union or through the 
Illinois Nurses Association. We did it 
totally on our own. Basically, it was a 
three-month campaign for the same rea-
sons the nurses organized this time. We 
lost then by seven votes. I remember right 
after the election, one of the administra-
tors came up to me and said, 'Oh, I didn't 
realize we had so many problems. We just 

continued on page 81 
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Strike 
continued from page 25 

didn't know." ' 
During the strike, when Steed was 

approached to organize, she first thought 
that the administration didn't even know 
about the grievances. "Over a period of 
four months, I went to different adminis-
trators, directors of nursing, managers, 
and supervisors and said, 'You know we've 
got big problems, and some of the nurses 
are so upset that they've already called the 
Illinois Nurses Association."' The ad-
ministration responded, she said, by say-
ing nothing. "All they said," Steed added, 
"was, 'You know the nurses are whiners 
and complainers and they don 't under-
stand and they 're just looking for a cushy 
job. ' But that wasn't true. I know these 
nurses. Some of them have been here for 
18 years, 8 years, 12 years." 

Not long after that, someone at Steed's 
church gave her a button that said, "If you 
want peace, you work for justice." That 
motivated her to start helping with the 
strikers' first organi zing meetings. 

As soon as they heard about the union, 
the hospital brought in union-busting tim1s, 
said Jones. The organized nurses got hold 
of manuals given out by one firm that 
instructed management to target employ-
ees and figure out, psychologically, how 

"This is not 
about money; 
this is about 
professional 

respect .... " 

to get at each nurse. The manual used 
terms like Anita Absent, Loretta Loyal , 
and Toni Tardy, said Jones. 

The first week of the strike, local 
labor unions decided to help the nurses. 

"The first day was pretty scary," said 
Jones. "We were dealing with the regular 
hard-core labor unions and they're used to 
running a strike a lot differently than nurs-
es run their strikes. We even heard that 
they said, 'This isn't your strike anymore, 
it's ours. We're going to take it over. 
You're in ourtown now and we don't lose 
a strike."' 

Then something happened that made 
the nurses take control oftheirown strike. 
Steed described what occurred. "The lo-
cal labor unions were calling a rally one 
Saturday and recruiting 3,000 men to shut 
down the hospital. We knew they had 
plans to overturn a bus of scab nurses 
coming in and that they were talking about 
torching a car. They told their carpenters 
to bring electric drills to get at the tires, 
and we said 'no,' We asked them what 
would happen if an ambulance got caught 
in all that? 

"The local labor unions were mad, 
insisting that it was the only way to end a 
strike. We said that when nurses talk 
about closing a hospital , they mean doing 
it internally, hitting the hospital finan-
cially, dropping the census , getting the 
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nurses out - not hurting or injuring 
people, because that destroys everything 
we stand for. 

"The irony of the whole thing is that 
one guy who's a big labor leader came to 
us later and said, ' You know , you were 
right. I never thought I'd say that but you 
did it the right way, nonviolently. "' 

Jones added, "This is a very strong 
union town and the thing that is mind-
boggling and eye-opening is how differ-
ently women are looked at when they ' re 
striking. One union guy came in here and 
said, 'Don ' t get me wrong, I'm union all 
the way, but I live across the street from 
the ER entrance and all those cars honking 
in support of you nurses out there picket-
ing is making me crazy. So could you just 
pull your picketers from the ER entrance?' 
I asked him ifhe would say the same thing 
to me if I were a construction worker or a 
Local 150 laborer. He never answered the 
question." 

For the most part, however, the pick-
eters had a great amount of community 
support during the strike. Everyone from 
local labor union members and Joliet 
Mayor Arthur Schultz to Illinois Demo-
cratic Senator Paul Simon and the Clergy 
Association stood behind the striking nurs-
es. After one rally, city and state officials 
marched with over 300 nurses and sup-
porters to the front doors of the hospital to 
try to discuss the situation with St. Joe's 
president, David Benfer. While the nurses 
and their supporters waited on the public 
sidewalk, the group of officials, including 
the mayor and the sheriff, were denied 
entrance and locked out of the hospital. 

According to Piette, "The medical 
center is private property and those mem-
bers were not part of the negotiating pro-
cess or part of either side ' s negotiating 
team. They had no purpose in being here. 
They were not visiting a patient, they were 
not coming here to seek healthcare. They 
came here to cause more of a ruckus 
regarding the strike and it was just not 
something that was allowed. We didn't 
want to incite the large crowd of people 
that was also out at the same time (the 
picketers and their supporters)." 

The nurses who participated in the 
strike.seemed to feel that the sacrifice was 
worth going through 61 days without a 
paycheck. Although Wagner felt the hard-
est part of striking was the initial decision, 
she said, "I anticipated the strike and I 

"It was like the 
battered wife 

syndrome ... the 
nurses didn't 

even know that 
they were being 
treated badly .... " 

saved. I never run up a lot of debt because 
I've been a single parent from the begin-
ning. I put my money into the mortgage 
and groceries and that was it. And my 
brother gave me some money. I even got 
a $50 anonymous donation. It was signed 
' keep the faith' ." She said that was a big 
lift.financially and emotionally. 

"I weighed both sides very careful-
ly," she added. "And after I decided this 
was the right thing to do, I felt as if it was 
an obligation to myself and to my daugh-
ter Elizabeth," who is five-and-a-half. "I 
feel very strongly about being a role mod-
el for my daughter." 

She said, "I feel the only loss was my 
income, which can easily be made up. But 
the gains have been so much - the cama-
raderie, picketing with someone for two 

"I went to different 
administrators, 

directors of nursing, 
managers and 

supervisors and 
said, 'You know 

we've got 
big problems,' 

... the administration 
responded by 

saying nothing." 

or three hours and really getting to 
a person I never would have h d know . a ~e 
port unity to know." Laughing sh op. 
"A d h f h · ' e addect n t e res air and exercise' 1 , · actu II have anterior muscle matter ·tpp . a Y . _ ' earing 
my thighs for the first time in ma on ny Year 
But the empowerment was prob· bl s. 
b. h' a Y the 1ggest t mg. I hear nurses wh 0 had 
referred to themselves as girls now talk in 
about themselves as women." g 

, Gina Buldak, who has worked at St. 
Joe s for eight _years, sa_'d, "Honestly, 1 
made the dec1s1on to JOm the strike th 
night before and when I did, it was hard. ~ 
did not decide to strike because of prob-
lems in the area where I work. I have a 
very good job right now, but the last unit 
I worked in, for five years, was in telem-
etry, which is one of the most difficult 
units in the hospital. I made the decision 
to honor my sister nurses. I just couldn't 
tum my back on them because I had walked 
in their shoes. 

"My husband works and we delved 
into our savings and that's how we sur-
vived," Buldak said. "Financially and 
emotionally it 's been very hard." 

Several nurses speculated on why, 
after months of what seemed like stone-
walling by the hospital , the contract was 
finally settled in March . 

According to Steed, "The nurses had 
three points left on the proposal they were 
negotiating. The hospital had put together 
a return-to-work agreement that the nurs-
es flatly refused." When the nurses decid-
ed they would sacrifice the non-discrimi-
natory language they had been holding out 
for, Steed said she believed that the hospi-
tal was "backed into a comer and didn't 
realize it. We honestly thought they would 
lock the doors of the hospital before they 
would give us a contract." 

Piette explained, "What finally hap-
pened was that both sides realized that 
there was only so much that the medical 
center was able to give, and only so much 
that the nurses intended to seek." She 
added that it wasn't a surprise to the hos-
pital, but " more like a relief' to both sides. 

Although the contract was finally 
ratified on Friday, March 19, 1993. IO 

many nurses it seemed that the hospi tal 
didn't like the contract, since it had re-
jected endless proposals that the nurs,·s 
had submitted. The nurses felt that rt:: 
hospital was bargaining about surfac•: 
issues, and "punishing" them with insu li · 
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•fl-etll of nurses who crossed the p1cke1 
iine-~tmddid noljoin their efforts. "I think 
t~ 1.-on,nlOll thrend nmong nurses who did 
.('().'i..~ the picket line was fear- fenr of the 

~o.•,s of their job.~, their positions, nnd 
nlOOCY," said Steed. 

Wagner added, "It was lhe fenr of 
reprisal.. One nurse's husbnnd told me thnt 
it was a matter of financial security Md 
that his wife had thrown up before going 
to work because she wan led to be out there 
but was afraid of losing her insurance.·• 

Steed spoke about the aftem,ath of 
the strike. "We all wondered what it 
would be like to go buck to work with 
some of the nurses who crossed the picket 
line. But even if we don't agree philo-
sophically, I still care about them, and I 
think they still care about me, There's 
some hard feelings and disappointments, 
but our basic goal is the same - to im-
prove patient care. On the other hmld, it• s 
like beating your head against the wall, 
especially when the nurses who crossed 
the picket line and were on the inside say, 
·You didn 't get very much.' I'm ready to 
wring theirnecks. We lost four paychecks 
-that's a lot of money." 

Without their non-discrimination 
clause, some nurses are expecting the 
worst. "There are some managers who we 
know are going to go for the throat, but 
we' re much stronger than we ever were 
before," Steed said. "Just being out on 
that picket line for so many days gave all 
of us a real commitment. We're different 
people than we were before." 

She said the contract included a nurs-
ing care forum and a good policy about 
"pulling" nurses from one area to another. 
In addition, the policy about seniority 
included a three percent increase for 1993, 
1994, and 1995. 

Howevur, Wugnor s11ld 1h11t sho wns 
c~n~ med ')bout the l1111gu11go of 1ho non-
~1scnm\n1111on cl11use. "Bvon though I 
lucl we re solng hnck with s11irl1, we're 
aoins into II stnicturo th111 docs not wunt 
th'.1t spirit. Wo h11d lo light for evory ounco 
ol whut we got. I'm open to 11ny other 
opportunity thut comes up." 

"We definitely compromised, bu1 I 
guess thnt 's whnt negothuions 111\l 1111 
11bout," suid Gina Bulduk. Although she 
said thut she wished the nurses h11d gotten 
theirnon-discrimination cl1111se, she w11n1-
ed to go buck to work. "At leusl I feel th111 
we huve II fom111I grievnnce procedure lhul 

" ... the only loss 
was my income, 
which can easily 

be made up. But the 
empowerment was 

probably the biggest 
thing ... / hear nurses 
who had referred to 
themselves as girls 
now talking about 

themselves as 
women." 

we didn't have before. We can take griev-
ances to the National Labor Relations 
Board. We really didn't have the leverage 
or power to do anything before, When we 
were on committees to make changes, we 
would talk to our managers about things 
we foll were unfair, but they were never 
resolved, Nurses knew they weren't be-
ing treated like nurses at other hospitals 
were, but they felt they had no recourse." 

The. Medical Center's view on the 
non-discrimination clause is that non-dis-
crimination is already guaranteed under 
federal law and therefore is not needed in 
a contract. 

"We hnve u re-entry process in plu~e 
ns well, so we cun 11ssuro II smooth trn_nsi -
tlon here 1111d u smoolh t\lUnion °1 ull 
ompluyocs," Pielle snit! u few llnys ,111'.tcr 
tho contrucl wns sclllcd. Buch sinklllS 
R.N. will now tnecl with her or his munug· 
er before ,-01umlng to the pui:lent cure role. 
They will be 11bl0 to discuss mutuul ~xpe~-
lnllons 1111d concerns. And ouch umt will 
hold II debriefing meeting, wllh un outside 
professlonul fuclli1n1or, where "feelings 
will be shnrcd," snid Plenc. 

"It's rcully beginning the hculing pro-
cess hen: 111 the Medicul Center," she udd-
ed. "I think tho medical center hus learned 
through !his process, us I believe the R.N.s 
have, thnt if we work together, we can 
uvoid this lype of thing in the future." , 

"If u nurse ever has to muke the deci-
sion 10 strike ornol to strike uguin, she will 
have Lo do whut's in her heart," Buldak 
suid. "We did this for our patients. It was 
not meunt 10 hurt unybody • I just felt I had 
1he right to choose." 

But Buldak doesn't know if she'd go 
on strike uguin. "I'd have to think long 
and hurd," she said. "This has been a very 
difficult thing." 

Judy Steed said she would strike again, 
"without missing u beat. 

"I must be nuts," she exclaimed, "But 
the bottom line is that what we went out on 
strike for, we got. We didn't gain much 
moneywise; in fact, we lost money, But 
some of the things that we have in place 
are solid building blocks, I found myself 
talking less and explaining less. I thought, 
'My goodness, I'm seeing the birth of a 
real union.' It was really worth it." + 

[DAWN CHIPMAN is a,1 editor/or a New York 
husi11ess magazi11e. Afreela11ce journalist based 
i11 Mc111ha11a11, she has wri/11'11/or various maga-
zi11es a11d the Dallas Morning News, specializing 
i11 healthcare.fashiim, a11d wome11' s issues./ 

Note from the publisher and editor: 
REVOLUTION supported the efforts of 
the nurses who went on strike in Joliet, 
including moral and financial support for 
those nurses who suffered great hardship 
during the 61 days the strike lasted. We 
are gratified by their response and will 
continue to offer our support, including 
free legal advice, to all those "frontline" 
nurses who are fighting for respect, recog-
nition, and economic parity in hospitals 
throughout the nation. 
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Winter 1993 art 2 text 

STRIKE!

By Dawn Chipman 

Synopsis - When Illinois nurses felt that their professional respect and patient care were being 
compromised they said “No More!” It wasn’t easy, but it was worth it. 



