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INTERVIEW WITH JOE KUNKEL
by Dr.

Joseph Watras

July 23,

1990

I'm here with Joe Kunkel and you are going to tell

JW:

us about your involvement with the desegregation of

the

Catholic elementary schools in •••

I came here in 1964 so I know the

••• in 1965.

JK:

issue originally arose in 1965 •

••• 1965,

JW:
brought

this

JK:

issue

the

year

after.

How did

it

arise?

What

to light?

What I recall of it, I came from having taught 2

years at Loyola in the south which was the all white
Catholic university in New Orleans
which was

vs.

Xavier University

the all black Catholic university.

And

so I was waiting to get out of there.

then

I came to

Dayton and my wife and I and we had two children.

I was

very much interested in getting involved in black/white
issues.

I

which was a group

recalled joining Poor

who Jessie Gooding (He's a name now; I was talking with my
wife to get some names).
woman
in it.

that ••• she

was

And one of

Marge Clemons, I think, was a

a real estate person who was

the

things

involved

that came up in order

to show

that we were really interested in the black/white
integration issue, since there were a number of us on Poor
who were Catholic,
were pushing

the idea occurred that while we

the integration of

the public schools,

wouldn't

i t be nice if out of some moral religious convictions, if
the Catholic schools did it as a pilot project,
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so it

wasn't

all Poor

together but I

of Poor

think there were a number

people behind it who happened to have been

white and Catholic.
JW:

Poor?

••

JK:

Force Associates.

for something.
JW:

I

I

don't

know if

"Force" stood

just remember the name.
D~yton

But you first became concerned with the

Public Schools?
JK:

We were first concerned with the whole question of

integration in the community •••
JW:
JK:

••• meaning
That's

the city of Dayton?

right,

the city of Dayton.

things

were being pushed at

of

things

the

certainly

the

time. I don't

that Force Associates was

later on was

And a number

involved ••• I

remember all

in~olved

remember

of

in.

It

later on being

involved in protesting of a white policeman who had shot a
black fellow downtown coming out of a store.

I

think there

was a robbery aspect but the fellow wasn't armed and he
killed him.

I

remember a big question which continues to be

a problem with the police department,

but I remember back

then and I was part of the protest and my wife and our
family had our picture on the front page one day for with
our kids as part of

that protest.

So Force Associates was

interested in wider issues but the school system came up and
so then the question was, and then obviously we felt bad in
the

sense

that ••• our kids

weren't

old enough

to

go

to

school

but the Catholic members who also not in the public schools
so it was like pushing something that you wouldn't be a part
of anyway so anybody can push it from the sidelines kind of
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a thing.

So that was part of the reason why we decided

to anticipate it by starting a pilot project that would
integrate,

or

at least attempt.

The plan was,

I

believe,

to

take an east side parish and a west side parish and a
southern one

and

bus

the three.

choice since we were in St.
and then I

think it was

And so St.

Mary's

as

Mary's was

the

the east side parish

St. James and Incarnation and I

think people like Pat Swift and Marge Donahue and Phil
Donahue were

a 'part

we were members
parish council,

of

that.

I

was asked to

of St. Mary's parish,
or whatever was

remember the Solouks,

the

bring it

the equivalent of

since

to

the

that.

I

Bill Solouk and his wife were on the

council and were very supportive of
remember

to

bring,

reaction ••• St.

Mary's

this.

happened

I

definitely

to

be

in

the

situation where it looked like enrollment was decreasing.
I'm not sure when 35 went through, but either that was
anticipated or something like that,
off with 35 there.

But St.

Mary's

and I may have my times
was not considered likely

to keep a school and so I thought it was a great idea that
we could help everybody out.

We would s t i l l have the

school and why not do this form of busing.

We took it to

the parish council and got clobbered by the pastor who I
remember him calling me an upstart kind of a person, a
Ph.D.,

an outsider,

even though I

was a member of

the

parish

and I thought I could come with these fancy ideas from the
University of Dayton and try to impose them, one way or
another,

on

of a thing.
Mary's.

St.

Mary's

and he wasn't going to have that sort

I could do something else, but don't bug St.

So the reception was

extremely poor;
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in fact,

I

remember walking home,
something like,

I think my remembrance of it was

we were driven there by the Solouks and my

wife and I after the meeting just walked home about a mile
or something and we were just appalled that the

reception

was so bad and basically everybody at the council knew that
basically what they were choosing was either to go
integration or close the school.

And the decision was

that

they would prefer to close the schools rather than to
In

integrate.

fact

the reaction was

why I remember the date was 1965,
was born October 18,
baptize him.

so bad that,

and that's

because my youngest son

1965 and the pastor almost didn't

We brought him over on Sunday and had to argue

with him in the vestibule because he was so upset with what
I had done at the parish council that he felt that he was on
questionable grounds whether our son should be baptized.
did end up baptizing him but I just couldn't
whole

reaction.

But

Consequently •••

That idea seemed to have come up frequently,
That is,

though.
St.

that

I don't know if it would be different.

He was an older priest.
JW:

believe

He

the idea of integrating St. James with

Mary's and Incarnation or some arrangement like that,

came up again in 1967 and again in 1968.
disappear.

It came up in 1969,

until finally the school did

close but the idea of joining together,
schools,

It seemed never to

at least three

and only 2 grades ,reside in each

o~

the three

schools, was something that kept reappearing.
JK:
was

It seems to me that once we had that meeting it

clear ••• I

years ••• lt was

think the
clear

pastor stayed another

that

they would never do
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couple

of

it under that

pastor.

And obviously there were people who supported him

but the pastor was very vocal.
JW:

Did he have reasonable grounds upon which to base

his view?

For example, the need for the priest to become

the spiritual father of

the family,

one hand separates people,

but on the other hand,

spiritual growth with members of
JK:
sense.

I
I

couldn't

that parochialism on the
provides

the parish.

certainly did not take it in any spiritual
thought it was just blatant

understand

that ••• lt

was

not

racism myself.
a

question ••• l

And I
mean

we

were going with St. James, so it was not a question at the
time of dealing with non-Catholic kids or in any way like
If

tha t.

possible,

there was a boundary aspect about it,
(you're supposed to go to

and

that's

your own parish),

the

problem we were having with it at St. Mary's was that unless
we did something,

because enrollment was way down,

could no longer afford to keep

the school running,

that they
so I

think that was the main reason why we worked with the issue
at St.

Mary's.

another parish

It would be difficult

to handle it with

that had a regular functioning

school because

what was in it for them?

What was in it for St. Mary's,

besides the moral aspect,

was that the alternative would be

that the school would close. And this was a way to help the
kids in the school and that was what they were opposed to.
JW:

Now they did,

in 1968,

again in 1969 and through

1972, have voluntary exchange between St. James
the other schools.

I

and some of

think St. Mary's was involved in it.

5

Right.

JK:

Voluntary would have been just individuals

It would not have been anything officially

doi ng it.
sanctioned.
JW:

Well,

it was officially sanctioned,

as

far as •••

JK:

•• the archdiocese •••

JW:

The archdiocese used to have a program which they

called Open Enrollment Voluntary Exchange.
JK:

Was

that

part of ••• was

that

Rigolinski

or

something?
JW:

Yes,

he had a proposal •••

JK:

Do you remember the year for

JW:

1967,

JK:

But I'm sure,

his

report came out.

that plan?
Your proposal predated

his.
when we talked about it,

I was not

sure of the date until I talked about it with my wife and
I'm positive about

the reaction about the baptism and when

we put it together with Raymond's birth, I knew it had to be
October or November when that reaction occurred,
JW:

1965.

Were you involved at all with Rigolinski and his

proposal?
JK:

No, we certainly were very much turned off by this

whole thing. Our reaction was,
school system in the area,
go to a Catholic school.

when our kids

started in the

under no circumstances would they
We just felt that we would not pay

extra money to get such a non-religious attitude.

It was

not worth it to us.
JW:

And non-religious because it was a touch of

racism?
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JK:

Oh,

had ••• maybe

right.

But that's

background

our

is

the same thing I

different ••• but

I

came

from

Chicago and went down to New Orleans in 1962 and was
teaching philosophy and ethics and it was appalling to find
that I would be in an all white Catholic college where they
refused even to allow blacks at their voluntary pre dental
clinic.

And the black Catholic college did not have a

dental clinic but
just straight

they couldn't come over.

racist

division.

I

found

I

mean it was

the same thing here.

So maybe I was imposing more coming off of the one, but the
kind of arguments I think were exactly the same thing.
don't think we were any more enlightened about
integration meant here than down there.
openly hostile,
integrated
I

plan.

what

We weren't just

but I mean when the Dayton Public Schools

there was

think,

I

I

tremendous hostility to the original

don't remember even what

the things

we re •••
JW:

In 1976 the buses

rolled for

the desegregation of

the Dayton schools.
JK: But I
JW:

think there was an earlier plan •••

In 1971 Wayne Carle asked for a metropolitan plan

which would have involved the suburbs but that never came to
be.
JK:

But

he had

to go defend it in different areas.

Because I remember having him defend it earlier than 1971.
It was

being talked •••

JW:

••• The talk of it began earlier on.

moved for the desegregation of the staff,
threatened to push for

then the HEW

the desegregation of
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In 1969 he

the students and

they started a series a studies asking whether or not that
was a reasonable decision to make.

In 1971 Wayne Carle

finally

made a stand and did say it is.

Interestingly,

though,

the Dayton Deanery,

the

schools,

for example,

were strongly behind Wayne Carle.

who was then superintendent of the schools,

Catholic
Gayle Poynter,
was strongly

behind Wayne Carle.
JK:

Where were they with the Catholic schools?

JW:

It was very difficult to desegregate the Catholic

schools.
JK: I mean it's always fine
Carle if
James

you're

to be in favor of

looking outside,

but

the first integrated school?

wasn't St.

Wayne

Agnes

or St.

And that was in the

'70's, wasn't it?
JW:

Well,

they joined together,

right.

St. Agnes and

St. James and Assumption became Central Catholic Middle
School

for

the

same

reasons

Mary's with St. James,
JK:

Yeah.

that

that is,

Obviously

the

they couldn't join St.

the declining enrollment.
Catholic

can even look at it as self-serving.
else,

I

school

system ••• You

mean everyplace

as soon as you integrate the public schools,

Catholic schools,

the
I

the enrollment begins to rise.

didn't

see the Catholic schools doing anything that would
off set ••• and

t hat

was

par t

0

f

0

ur

con c ern ••• We' reg 0 i ng

to

push for a public school system and then have the Catholic
schools take on all the racists
public school system.
city. And where is

that don't want

to go

to a

And that's happening in city after

the Catholic that made it clear that they

are not going to be a part of

One clear thing would

that.
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be to say that they were going to integrate their own and
that's

absolutely never occurred.

creedance

to

this

aspect

of

the

So

I

don't give a

Catholic

lot on

backing ••• There's

an element of hypocrisy in it to have the Catholic Deanery
back the public schools' integration;
the Catholics if

it's more money for

they stay segregated.

So,

I

movement among Catholics within the schools.

didn't

see any

And I don't

think ••• the Donahues and so on and the Swifts ••• I don't
think they ran into any more receptivity toward Incarnation.
I

think basically you're finding a great hostility to

sort of

thing.

So where's

this

the chance of putting it through?

I don't recall any big talks or anything of

that

sort.

So

there was an aspect to this thing that it was being pushed
in general to say we're not being integrated.
with a feeling that it was window dressing.

I

came away

There was no

serious commitment to integration.
JW:

But you think there should have been?

JK: I think if you don't do that, where is your
religious commitment;
Christianity?
and I

don't

where is your ethical and

If we're not teaching this type of equality

think we're doing it well in the United States,

then basically wherever we go, we're keeping the blacks
outside. What are we doing in the archdiocese now?
still battling this whole thing.
we're doing with them.

I mean,

We don't even know what
why?

serious integrated-minded • . Why is U.D.
enrollment,

black-wise?

grips with the issue.

We're

Because we're not
got ·such a low

It's because we have never come to
I

think this is right here.

start talking about other aspects,

So why

if in the Catholic
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community in which we work,
being branded as I

was,

we can't bring it up without

a total outside,

whatever you wanted to call it.
of the church,

in effect.

And being told to get out

That's the way I

happened with the baptism of my son.
about?

an egghead,

interpret what

What are we talking

Other than that, all I was doing was making a

proposal with a lay person to a lay council.

Why would they

question my Catholicity in doing something like that?
than that I think Catholics tend to lay back on it.

Other
Where

Another aspect

is this recognition that we owe something?

where it comes out even stronger is when you look at the
archdioceses

that have large Spanish communities.

can't even argue
with blacks.
We

that

they aren't Catholic,

as we try to do

So what do we do with the Spanish communities?

just simply get rid of it.

We close

That you

the schools.

And

We don't do anything,

they're going to

really.

public schools.

That's an area I happen to know ••• In Cicero, Ill. they have
a Spanish community and Spanish Catholics are being forced
to go

the

public school because they can't fit

Catholic ••• So

the

Catholic enrollment

Spanish Catholics are all going to

is

decreasing.

The

the public school because

they're not welcome in the white suburb.
here?

in to the

What is going on

And here it's not even a question then of our

Catholicism. It simply comes down to a question, as far as I
can see,

of our whiteness.

So I

are basically are for whites.

think the Catholic schools

I could make the same

arguments that they are basically male.
with that aspect.

U.D.

we're still looking for

I might get enraged

has been integrated for

50 years and

the first female administrator.
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Where's

this

equality-type

simply are a white,
it.

And I

very unjust and I

basketball team at U.D.

battle with greatly and

very

find almost no concern about.

the

'60's and so on with the

A lot of questions about

I

I

think

whether

For a while we

black player on the

something going on here.

the Catholic character;

We're

And we preach

treated as second-class citizens.

couldn't even recruit a
There's

none.

male, Catholic church.

thing happened during

they were

The re' s

think that is extremely irreligious,

unethical,
This

thing?

team.

it's

Why! ?

indiginous

to

think this is something we need to

we need to battle it on all fronts.

We need to be able to show an equality with blacks; we need
to be able to do it with women;
with the Spanish.
Until we face
stand on as

we need to be able to do it

And we're not doing it with any of

up to that,

I don't

them.

think we haITe anything to

far as saying we are doing religion,

spirituality,

the will of God,

We're doing none of it.
going back to

It's

like

to

that stuff.

argue;

I

keep

To have the Jesuits and looking

around and trying to argue that
Catholicism? !

trying

any of

this is Catholicism. What?

Where is the Catholicism there?

They

couldn't even understand it.
JW:
reports,
the

One thing that has fascinated me in going over the
Regulinski's

report,

impetus, or the reason for

for example;

is

that much of

trying to desegregate the

Catholic elementary schools in 1967-68 came out of a
for

public schools.

concern

You mentioned that your efforts started

in the same way, trying to integrate the public schools but
then moved into

the arena of Catholic schools.
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All of

,..

those

reports almost nobody seemed to cite church documents as the
reason why they should desegregate.
public schools and
commissions...

They all point to

to secular documents,

Even

though

pastorals by that time,

there

by 1965,

were

civil rights

two

Vatican II,

or 1965!

fighting for

cited.

the

the Catholic schools, seemed to find a

secular argument rather than a
JK:

Was 1966 the end

Even then they're not

People in the Catholic church,
desegregation of

bishops'

there had been two bishops'

pastorals against racism and Vatican II.
of

the

religious argument.

My answer to that would be it's phony window-

dressing,

the documents.

Anybody familiar with what was

going on within the Catholic church,
the south,

for

on at all.

instance, knew

clearly,

obviously,

in

there was no integration going

Archbishop Cody was sent down to integrate.

And

I was in New Orleans and I know he not only did integrate,
he refused to allow priests to march in favor of it. He came
to Chicago as a great Catholic integrator.
financial difficulties and other stuff,
integration background.
bishops'
didn't

pastorals.

integrate

the

I

find a phoniness with the

not

think

do

in

there
the

talking about a major kind of a thing,

I'm

asking

the

integration of
integrate.

bishops

but he had no

So I

seminaries

can say what they want,

But we know the

if

is

south.

any
So

talking

the Catholic schools,

They're.!!..2.! integrating.

unions

you're

So wha t

if they're talking about
I'm asking them to
So,

consequently,

is the sense of bringing in a Catholic encyclical?
like

if

the church bishops

they don't do anyt hi ng.

to do

need ••• They

here at U.D.

what

It's

when they don't allow them.
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I had a
church

facul~y

wi~h

union and

~hey

~hough~

coun~er

the whole church doctrine, associate doctrines,
Why would the two organizers at U.D.

as union.
kicked out?

This was

in

1967-68.

practice recognized unions.
of fine doctrine which they

what do you want to do,
church doctrine

Because

absolu~ely

that is all fury,

uYes,

don' t ••• and

don't

put into

to ask as an activist,

you certainly don't go to a Catholic
all words.

something that is doing something,
that's saying,

they

both get

The Catholic church has a lot

If you're going

practice anywhere.

JW:

I was being

You go to

something that's active,

integration is going on."

But that was unusual in that there was almost no

discussion about desegregation public schools when there
were more ••• at least
Robert French was

by public school

people.

the superintendent of

That

is,

the schools until

1968 and Wayne Carle didn't really start talking about
desegregating the public schools until 1970 or 1971 and the
Catholic schools at least had official discussions about
that.
JK:

Amounted to what?

JW:

It may not have amounted to anything, but at

least •••
JK:

The Catholic schools are real good about talking

about anything,
together ••• I~'s

but I
like

think the people that got

the

Catholic

church

talking

about

women's role in the church.

Well,

playing that game,

but they're not going to change

anything.

I

you can,

if you want to keep

think that the attitude that people had

regarding the integration, with Regulinski,

13

was that nothing

was going to come out of it, so why bother?
to go through the facade,
that led to

But if you want

continue going to the meetings

the report, but nothing is going to happen with

it.

At a

certain point,

Catholics just figure,

it.

I've

listened to these

nobody does anything. u So,

uI've

had

things and listen and listen and

sure,

people were interested in

it but even to this day, where is the integration in the
schools?
JW:

Brother Davis,

I guess,

became very frustrated.

In fact, he left the task force which was to evaluate
Regulinski.

JK:
~he

Joe Davis.

Yes,

I remember the name.

public schools

we?

integrating in some way.

In almost any city,

just recently do?
newest

where are we?

Where are

What did Detroit

What are they closing down?

That's the

thing. They're closing down all of the schools within

the black areas.
We're

~

So here we are later.

pulling out.

This is in diocese after diocese.
We're talking about integration,

we're pulling out to segregate.
of a historical summary, huh?
are better off
JW:

SIDE TWO

You'd

Why?
but

like more

I wish to tell you that we

than we were years ago.

Let's pretend that I'm from another city.

might be a good way to do it.

And we're goi ng to go through

the same problems that Dayton went through.
to learn from your experience.

I come to you

And I want to know what

mistakes you made and what mistakes we should avoid.
what things we should do;
And what we should do.

This

Or

what positive things you've done.
If I came to you in such a way and
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asked you what we should do in our city, what would you tell
me?

Would you tell me not

to confront the parish council?

Would you tell me to organize more strongly?
have been more grass roots support?
that's

to

JK:

Should there

Or is it just something

be as controversial as it was?

It seems to me,

in the '60's we were certainly

coming off of people who were activists.

My background in

activism was very strong church-related.

So I

years

in

Ph.D.
So I

at

the

seminaries going

in.

do have six

My background ••• I

got a

the Franciscan Institute in Medieval Philosophy.

was very much raised in the social encyclicals.

think unlike what's happening now I

think that's

I

actually

what gave the leverage for a lot of activists to feel good
about their church.
JW:

But the body of documents which were involved were

social justice.
JK:
think

I

think

it's

that's

true.

been played down

to be redone,

but it needs

That's

a

recently.

tremendous
I

believe

plus.

that's

I

got

to be redone in a church

environment within which social justice really becomes a
conce r n.

I'm

just

afraid

that

that's not happening.

It's

difficult to do that in an environment where there is
several

points

against you.

We're not

being just to women.

How can you talk social justice when we're going what we're
doing.

You just need

to do a series of

other

things ••• What

you risk when you do that is that a number of people will
opt out for

ideological reasons.

happened anyway.
population.

So

I
the

But I

think that

that has

think we're losing the Catholic
fears

that

I've heard expressed in the
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south and

so on

wouldn't

acce pt

anyway.

I

that you can't do it because that south
it,

they're not

accep ti ng

c hu rch

t eac hing

would prefer to see the church continue to press

the teaching rather than go on what I see more as a liturgy
kind of

a motif where you don't say anything controversial

and we sing good songs and we have a lot of togetherness and
so on.

We

need

difference
you.

That does

in a

happened

there's a significant social

being asked of us as Christians.

difficulty i ,s
been

to see that

come out of Christianity.

that Christianity for

leadership role.
in

the

'60's

is

It's

that

agree with

But the

way too long has not

fallen

the

I

behind.

churches

So what's

took a

back

seat.

Some people say that that was a big plus; that the message
was out there so clearly that they could then make it into
social doctrines
success.

Maybe

for

the nation.

that's

true.

I

So that was

a huge

think you need

the

aspect in order for you to be able to do that.
know ••• You're
we

need

taught.

asking

where

to begin again,

we

that

go

today;

it's

But I don't

almost

consequently,

in a deeper sense.

what

So,

if you ask for a vote in the church they would

obviously vote out of whatever.
real sense.

like

the doctrines aren't being

The new generation don't even realize

Christianity even means

ground

They

That doesn't mean going

wouldn't vote on any
back to

the

fundamentalist view of cathechism and having everybody
memorize again.

In asking this,

And it's very difficult

older church administration.
them.

We're caught between a

to

that

say

it's

lost.

I'm

it's almost like asking an

lot of

things.

I

don't

never willing to say that.
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to ask
want
But

I

•

would

think in order to make changes

take a bit of work.

today,

it's going to

The church itself needs a lot of

working and on a lot of different
JW:

Well,

JK:

Sure, my pleasure.

topics.

thank you for spending this time with me.
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