Eras: (When I Was There):
- The Civil Rights, Peace, & Free Speech Movements in the 60s
A helicopter circled the Berkeley campus and the downtown area with a machine gun evident at its door. The noise interrupted lectures until it passed overhead. National Guardsmen were thick in the streets. Berkeley riot police in dark navy uniforms, padding, helmets and tear gas jogged in wedge formation throughout the campus. Classes in buildings near the Student Union were moved off campus to church or community facilities or into classrooms in the science and teaching buildings at the edge of campus. Getting to the library meant waiting for a break in the crush of people protesting or waiting until everyone went home. If you passed too close to the edge of an assembled group in the Free Speech area, you might smell lingering tear gas. Getting an education was a challenge.
JoAnn Smith Ainsworth attended UC-Berkeley during the second People’s Park riots in 1969. Because of the killings at Kent State, the graduation ceremony for her class of 1970 was canceled. Twenty years later, the university and the alumni association held a graduation ceremony for as many graduates as they could find. It was held in the Ballroom of the Student Union and t.v. cameras were plentiful. JoAnn had not been married in 1970, but in 1990 her 12 year old son was taking photos of his mom in a cap and gown as she walked on stage to receive her B.A. degree (a double major in English and Social Science).
JoAnn had completed her first two years of college at George Washington University’s night school while she worked during the day on Capital Hill. She enrolled at UC-Berkeley after returning from a trip around the world. She was tired of the slow build up of units going to night school and was determined to finish the final two years of study in one year. That meant enrolling in 25 to 28 units per quarter. A challenge on its own, but add protests and riot police and the difficulty increases significantly.

The first challenge was to make sure she got all her required classes done before doing electives. There were no computers. Standing in long lines – juggling a multitude of papers - was the drill for enrollment. It meant getting to registration area early for the most desirable courses. It meant planning like a general for which line to stand in. The choices depended on the need to get into that class that quarter, if the professor was a favorite with students so the class would fill up quickly, how fast the line was moving, and the fastest routes from line to line. On top of that, a lot of street people and Berkeley hippies from nearby Telegraph Avenue were clogging walkways near buildings where we registered.
We students learned to carefully choose classes according to the seasons. When it rained in the winter, the hangers on were not on campus and the protests fizzled out. Summer enrollment was not large as students went on vacation. So too did many of the protestors. Serious students learned to take important classes in winter and summer. Lighter weight classes were taken in fall and spring where it was a good bet academic study would be disrupted by shouting and jostling crowds or sirens or the helicopter.
Ignoring the machine gun p poking out of the helicopter, the National Guardsmen weren’t scary. Even though there were a lot of them – or perhaps because there were so many of them - they calmed down the streets in a way the small Berkeley force could not attempt.

The Guardsmen were friendly. JoAnn rode a blue Honda 90 with a wash basket tied to the back to carry her books. Almost always there was banter and conversations with a Guardsman when she stopped at a traffic light.

During the protests, classes were moved to buildings at the edge of campus. JoAnn often went home at night unaware there had been a riot that day until she watched it on the news.
Since the temporary study rooms were not as large as those on campus and not as well equipped, students were often uncomfortable and found it hard to hear. Still, education continued. Most professors kept the quality up despite the improvised facilities. The uniqueness of the circumstances made students feel a part of an historical event and more willing to put up with the difficulty.
After one accelerated year of study, JoAnn got her B.A. from U.C.-Berkeley. More than an education and a diploma, she graduated with life lessons on civil protests. She used this knowledge in the ‘70’s, 80’s and ‘90’s when she volunteered with Business and Professional Women as an advocate for women’s rights and for equality in the workplace.
People’s Park Protest 
– Colleen Rae 
In May 1969, the People’s Park demon-strations in Berkeley erupted because the University of California wanted to build a parking lot on a tract of their land and the students wanted a park. To keep the peace, the National Guard was called in. 

Today a park occupies the site. 

A tear gas canister whizzed by my head as I ducked and ran. Eye-searing smoke enveloped me in a dark cloud as I stormed past the line of Blue Meanies. That was what we called the Oakland Tack Squad. They were unmerciful, whacking and beating anyone they came across. 

I was coughing and wheezing when the smoke cleared, when suddenly I noticed a Blue Meanie looking at me. A line of National Guardsmen stood along Telegraph Avenue, trying to keep the protesters out of People’s Park. Their guns were aimed at us as we all scattered. The cop headed toward me. As I approached the line of soldiers, I pushed my way between two of them and hid behind one. 

“Don’t do this, Miss, I can’t protect you,” the soldier said. 

“If you can’t protect me, who can? Aren’t you supposed to protect the citizens of this country?” 

I got down on my knees and stayed behind the Guardsman’s legs, holding onto the back of his calves. He was silent as the cop stood before him and looked around. The soldier felt my hands, I know, but he didn’t give me away. 

Soon the cop left to chase other protestors who were trying to avoid the tear gas and the batons. I stayed where I was for a short time until the cops began putting protestors in the back of police wagons. 

I stood up, squeezing between the Guardsman and his neighbor. Taking a partially wilted flower from my pock-et, I placed it in the muzzle of the soldier’s gun. 

“Thank you for protecting me. Peace and Love to you.” 

As I walked away, I waved to him and thought I saw him smile.
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