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Abstract 
 

Kathy Detrano describes her childhood and single-sex Catholic education that led her to 
major in mathematics at Chestnut Hill College (near Philadelphia).  After graduating, she 
came to Bell Laboratories in the late 1960s initially to work on the Safeguard Ballistic 
Missile Defense System, then moved to database access and quality control assignments 
as a manager.  She describes Bell’s affirmative action programs, including several 
anecdotes about male managers, including those who supported women.  The interview 
discusses specific strategies women at Bell used to confront and diffuse gender 
discrimination. 
 
This material is based on work funded by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation award B2014-
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Misa:  My name is Tom Misa. It’s the 17th of December 2015. I’m talking today with 

Kathy Detrano, and we’re doing a set of interviews for the Sloan Foundation trying to 

understand the experiences and careers of women who worked in the computing industry 

from the 1960s through the 1980s. Kathy, could you please fill in a little about your 

background and upbringing? Were there any hobbies, activities, things that were a part of 

your grade school or high school years that might have inclined you toward a technical 

career? 

 

Detrano:  My inclinations toward technical started with my family, my mother. From the 

time I was born, the earliest I can remember is she talked about when she was in college 

being a math major. And my father was an engineer, after World War II went to school at 

New Jersey Institute of Technology — I don’t know what it was called in those days — 

on the G.I. Bill. And so math and engineering was always something that was there in 

front of me and part of my everyday life. I remember little things like, as a kid, we would 

drive in the car, because everybody took car vacations in those days. And to keep us busy 

we would play games. I can remember being a small, a fairly young child, tall enough to 

stand in the back seat and reach over the back of the front seat, and hang there while my 

mother would give me little word puzzles to play with, and to come up with. And she 

would say things like if an apple cost five cents, how much does two apples cost? And I 

would sit there and I would think, and I’d come up with the answer, and she’d say oh, 

that’s great! That was good. And we’d go on, and we would spend an hour or whatever 

the driving time was, playing games. And I thought they were wonderful games and what 

my mother probably didn’t even realize was she was teaching me algebra. 
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Misa:  Were there any other people in your family circle or members in your community 

that were also mathematically minded or scientifically minded? Your mom and dad, 

obviously, were very important. 

 

Detrano:  Right. And I’d always known that my grandfather, deceased — my father’s 

father — was also an engineer with the phone company. Were there other people? No, 

not that were math, or physics, or engineering, or sciences oriented, no. But I was the first 

born and my mother spent a lot of time with me. My mother, I think, was smarter than 

she thought she was, and she actually gave me a lot of gifts of thinking and logic. So 

that’s about as much as I can think of, as far as early influence and family influence. 

 

Misa:  Can you talk about other things? I think you mentioned something about an 

Erector set? 

 

Detrano:  Oh, yes, the toys. When I was like eight, nine, ten, eleven, you know we were 

home playing and I was always doing things like in the fall, you rake the leaves and then 

you take the leaves and you spread them around, and you’d architect a floor plan on the 

front yard. Then you could play in that, but you had to follow the walls and you couldn’t 

walk through walls, and you had to walk through doors, and if the doors were in the 

wrong place you could move the leaves and change the doors. I developed a love of floor 

plans at an early age. I remember my dolls needing a washing machine because 

everybody, every woman had a washing machine. So I remember going down to the 
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basement — I was around 11 years old — and sitting there and looking at the washing 

machine, and with a piece of paper, did a 3D sketch of the washing machine and then I 

made a cardboard model of it so that my doll would have a washing machine because 

everybody had to have a washing machine. I remember making clothes closets for the 

dolls. So, yes, I played with dolls but I was always making clothes or clothes closets, or 

something like that for them. I remember having the plastic red brick sets, and I loved to 

play with those. And the Tinker Toys, those were the round things with the wooden sticks 

[you could] make things with. And I loved that stuff. I had male cousins who were a 

couple years older and I was just enthralled with the toys that they had; the Erector set 

they had that I never got. I would’ve been thrilled to get an Erector set or to get like 

trucks that the wheels would spin, and the backs would open, and the front things. But 

girls didn’t get those things so we made do with making cardboard washing machines. 

 

Misa:  Right. Basic constructive impulse but channeled in a slightly different way. 

 

Detrano:  Right. 

 

Misa:  You went to a Catholic girls school from seventh grade forward. Can you say a bit 

about that? That’s a notable experience. 

 

Detrano:  Okay. I am a product of single sex education from the seventh grade through 

high school, and through college. I am a product of Catholic education for all 16 years, 

from first grade through college. The single sex education — while at the time I hated it 
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— I think was wonderful, both in high school and in college because it gave you a vision 

of women in leadership and strength, which reinforced the vision I had of my mother. 

When I was growing up and the siding needed to be replaced on the house, she was on 

the scaffold with my father replacing siding. So women did what they needed to do, and 

once I was in a single sex environment, we did everything. If there was a big fat bug that 

had to be killed, you couldn’t scream and have your brother come and kill it, or your 

father come and kill it, you had to kill the big fat bug. You just did it, you learned, you 

built confidence. You saw that you could do anything that needed to be done, and you did 

that. So that single sex education I really believe, is a very, very important aspect of my 

formation and may have easily contributed to others’, although I know there’s vast 

disagreements on that. One of the things that I put here in my notes that I want to make 

sure we get recorded about my early childhood and some of my early learnings, and 

grade school, and what sent me off into math and physics in college was that five things 

came together in my younger life, what I call Chapter One, my formative learning and 

education years. I was positively exposed to math and the sciences through my mother 

and my father. I had an aptitude and an interest in them. I picked up on it. I loved it. I 

loved those math puzzles. I just thought it was wonderful. I was encouraged to pursue 

them, which I don’t know that that always happens. I’ve known other women who said 

oh no, my mother said no, you don’t do that. And the fourth thing is I had the will and the 

confidence by then from having succeeded and having practiced all this stuff. I had the 

will and the confidence to pursue the continued math, physics, sciences kind of stuff. And 

finally, the last thing for me as a woman, I saw my mother as an involved person who 

was capable of dealing with math and engineering, hammering nails, and climbing, and 
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figuring out how to put siding on the house, or whatever. So the role model and the 

possibility that I could do this stuff was there from the beginning. I think those were the 

five very, very important ingredients: positive exposure, aptitude, encouragement, the 

will, and the role model. So that’s something I really wanted to make sure I shared with 

you folks. 

 

Misa:  In those years, were there school subjects that particularly attracted you? 

 

Detrano:  Always, from the beginning — and I don’t know if it was a matter of 

suggestion because my mother always talked about being a math major in college — but 

I always gravitated towards the math. Although early on in early grades, I remember first 

or second grade — this is Catholic schools and there were 40 kids in those classes — I 

remember excelling in reading. And this would never happen today, but I can remember 

Sister Mary Bernadette would take three or four children and sit me over with them, and 

say okay, Kathy, now help them read. And she’d go off and deal with some other people. 

I was seven years old. But once I got into high school, I chose, of course, all the math and 

physics. I adored geometry, because I’m really a very visual person. I have turned into a 

full time artist now, and so I think part of my aptitude for this is because I am a visual 

person, or I’m a visual person and hence I am into seeing, and imaging, and picturing 

things in a physical world. 

 

Misa:  Even those model wash machines were some part of doing that in a spatial way. 
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Detrano:  Right. I always aced all of the spatial relations tests, that was always easy for 

me. It just came easy. That’s just the way my brain is wired. And I’m left handed, I don’t 

know if that had anything to with it or not; and I’ll bring that up again later. So yes, I did 

all the math in high school. There was no advanced placement calculus or anything like 

that in those days, but you took all the math. And I think I have some vague recollection 

of a math honor society, but it wasn’t a big deal and I don’t even think I kept a certificate 

from it. But I always knew that I was going to major in math. Do you want me to talk 

about college now? 

 

Misa:  Can we make sure that we also record which high school this was, and when did 

you graduate? 

 

Detrano:  This was Catholic high school, all women, the Academy of the Holy Angels. 

Our sweatshirts said AHA Academy, AHA. I always chuckle at that one. I see that AHA! 

Yes, there we were. I was told it was started originally as a finishing school for rich girls 

in Fort Lee, New Jersey but it was a very high level, highly academic, beautiful school 

with a huge rotunda and a marble chapel. It was just gorgeous. And the nuns took 

education of women very, very seriously. And we had a fairly strict coursework starting 

with Latin as a freshman and two years of Latin. My first Latin teacher was an 

extraordinary teacher, Sister Irmengard, and she spoke Latin and Greek. She would take 

an English word and she would pull it back into the Latin origins, and then she would 

pull the Latin origins back into the Greek origins. And it was just mind boggling this is 

what this woman knew, so this is what women could do, this is what women knew. And 
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they had these views that they gave us. She talked about the vastness of the earth and the 

universe. She stood there and waved her arms — she was a large woman in this big, huge 

habit, looked like the flying nun — and she would wave her hands and say, ‘Oh! The 

whole universe is incredible! It’s huge, it’s beyond imagination! And here we are on it 

and here we think we are so big, and we think the earth is so big; you know how 

significant we are?’ And on, and on, and on. And she took the tip of the chalk just barely 

glanced it off the edge, a little corner of the blackboard, and said, ‘That’s how significant 

we are in the whole universe.’ So it was teachers like that — and they were all women — 

that taught me that women are pretty powerful, intellectually powerful people, which was 

a role model that was remarkable for me. 

 

Misa:  And not everybody had that so that’s an important thing to record. 

 

Detrano:  And even other fellow students there, I’m not sure how much it all hit all of 

them. 

 

Misa:  When you were finishing high school, what kinds of options did you consider for 

something beyond high school? 

 

Detrano:  As I said, we were a Catholic family, a fairly conservative, traditional Catholic 

family. We didn’t have a lot of money but my mother and father wanted me to go to 

college. I was told that I could go to any college that was in a reasonable distance and 

that was all women, and was Catholic. That was my choice, so I chose one in 
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Philadelphia that didn’t have a Catholic name. I didn’t want to go to the school my 

mother went to, which was New Rochelle in New York. I didn’t want to go to 

Immaculata because that sounded like a Catholic school, so I chose a school called 

Chestnut Hill in the northwest corner of Philadelphia, run by the sisters of St. Joseph. 

And today, we keep very much in touch with them. The school has survived and grown, 

and has coped, and it has gone coed. I’m just very, very supportive of them. Even though 

they are coed, I understand that, but they still have an enormous amount of support for 

women and I believe that that is incredibly important academically. 

 

Misa:  Yes.  

 

Detrano:  And, of course, this is not an engineering school, this is liberal arts school. But 

you could get a Bachelor’s of Science, so I did. I have a Bachelor’s in Mathematics, with 

a minor in Physics. They didn’t offer a double major in physics, but I am three credits 

short of a double major in math and physics. 

 

Misa:  Were there similarly powerful women instructors at Chestnut Hill? 

 

Detrano:  Most of all the instructors were. And my most dearly beloved instructor — her 

nickname, we called her Eddie Leo — Sister Edward Leo, she was my physics teacher 

and differential equations teacher, and she was just wonderful. She was a role model for 

what a woman who is totally conversant in what the entire physical world could be, and 

still be fun and still be nice. You could take her out to lunch and I think the little cocktail 
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was in the teacup. But she was a brilliant woman and she supported us; she was always 

there for us. There was a friend of mine, Mary, and she and I got to be really close with 

her, and after every reunion, every five years, we’d go back and find Sister Eddie Leo. 

She was this wonderful sweetheart. She taught me about the physical world and took it 

beyond what my dad had taught me as a child. He had started to teach me about the 

physical world. He would take a flashlight and shine it at my little globe that was on my 

desk and say this is how the sun works, and show me how the solar system would work. 

He did that when I was five or six years old. But Sister Eddie Leo, she was just 

wonderful. One day I went up to the planetarium. We were studying astronomy — they 

call it astrophysics now — and it was the season of solar sunspots. So I went up there all 

alone and I did everything I was supposed to. I was always a very obedient child, of 

course, because all of the nuns in 16 years of Catholic education — and nuns, you didn’t 

break rules. So I had it all set up and I’m watching this and I’m getting sunspots on my 

screen. And I was like oh my God! I’m overwhelmed and I swing a pencil through the 

focal point of the lens, and the pencil — thank God it wasn’t my hand — the pencil burst 

into smoke and I could feel and I saw the power of the sun right in that moment. 

Apparently, the lens on the telescope was just a millimeter off because all of a sudden I 

started to see that there was a little bit of smoke coming out of the actual telescope itself. 

So I pulled it aside and got the power of the sun out of the lens structure of the telescope 

and made sure everything was okay. And then I went, of course, in search of Eddie Leo 

to tell her what I had done, and she came up and looked at it. And it was fine and she 

probably told people after that, don’t look at sunspots because we don’t want you to burn 

down the observatory. [Laughs.] The college itself that I went to, similar to the high 
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school, was and still is an incredibly lovely and blessed place. We had an observatory. 

We had this gorgeous rotunda with marble stairs. Same in high school. In both high 

school and college you would sing Christmas carols around a rotunda, with all the 

different second, third, and fourth levels. So both schools were places where the highest 

value of behavior was taught and demonstrated with quality all around you. Even the 

food the nuns cooked for us in those days; oh my God could they cook food! Nobody in 

college has ever eaten better than the girls at Chestnut Hill in the 1960s. So I graduated in 

the late 1960s and computers were just starting in those days. I had worked for the phone 

company — oh, let me stop here for a minute. Do you want me to start talking about my 

jobs, because that’s the next thing or you tell me what your next question is, Tom? 

 

Misa:  In fact, I was going to ask you a question about whether you had any contact with 

computing during college. That would not have been common in many places. And then 

moving forward to your first job would be perfect. 

 

Detrano:  Okay. During college, no. There was starting to be word about computers. 

There was no class on this yet. I remember reading that it was all based on the binary 

system so I can remember studying and teaching myself, learning about what the binary 

system meant. It was just something interesting to do. That was as close as I came to 

computers early on in college. While in college in the summers, my first job was at the 

phone company in the traffic department, which is the people who make sure there’s 

enough circuits so that your call can go through. So that was once again a numbers job, 

and that was easy for me. The switching equipment would all spit out numbers of usage, 
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and engineers had set tables about what the right usage was to be, and you looked them 

up in the tables and if the usage wasn’t enough or too low you either decided to add 

circuits or take them away. You didn’t want to waste capacity. So I was playing with 

numbers again, and that was easy to do. I understood it all and it made perfect sense. 

 

Misa:  And the phone company was New Jersey Bell? 

 

Detrano:  Right. It was all based on a measurement called CCS, hundred call seconds. C 

being the hundred Roman numeral and Call Seconds, so it was CCS. That’s what you 

engineered to, CCS, how much CCS was on a line? Hundred call seconds. Thirty-six was 

of course the maximum, 36 hundred call seconds. So you’d get these numbers and they 

were how many call seconds were being used. They had tables showing what the 

optimize load was— I didn’t know in those times, I’m using words now that weren’t used 

then — and what the capacity of the system was, and you made recommendations to 

either increase or decrease the circuitry to carry whatever the load was. And this was all 

of the northern division of New Jersey, all the big cities up there, that’s where I was.  

 

Misa:  And the colleagues that you were working with? 

 

Detrano:  The colleagues were high school graduate women doing full time clerical work. 

I was making $50 a week, and I assume that they probably weren’t making a whole lot 

more, and yet they were women and this is what they did for a profession. 
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Misa:  Okay. 

 

Detrano:  At one point, I was given an algorithm to apply to these numbers. It was to take 

these many incoming calls and divide it by this, or whatever, I forget what the algorithm 

was. And then if the answer was positive or negative it would tell you whether or not you 

needed to add or subtract capacity. I started to do the numbers, and I’m sitting there in all 

this naïve innocence of a nineteen-year-old, and I’m looking at it and I’m saying okay, 

now this guy should be getting more capacity but the number’s coming out minus. It 

doesn’t make sense. So I look some more, and all of a sudden I realized it was the whole 

thing. I realized that the whole algorithm was wrong, it didn’t make any sense. It was a 

bad algorithm. I went to my boss, and she went to her boss, and I ended up in the big 

boss’ corner office being paid overtime, because I was 15 minutes past quitting time— 

because we were all unionized at that level — and this was a big deal that I’d found this 

because they’d been using this algorithm to service their lines. So if anybody was in 

northern New Jersey in the late 1960s and couldn’t figure out why they couldn’t get a call 

through, the algorithm was wrong. To me, all it was was simply I was seeing this, and I 

was fixing it. I told somebody it needed to be fixed. And I was rewarded for taking the 

initiative to look at it, and to find it, to see it, and to fix it. So it was tremendous 

reinforcement and confidence for my ability to analyze numbers. 

 

Misa:  And that was a summer job during college? 
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Detrano:  Yes, with New Jersey Bell, right. I worked for them for three years, and when I 

graduated they, of course, offered me a job. But at that point I lived in northern New 

Jersey, in a town that was about 15 or 20 minutes away from Whippany, New Jersey, 

which is one of the three major buildings of Bell Laboratories in New Jersey: Whippany, 

Murray Hill, and Holmdel. Actually, I don’t think Holmdel was around in those early 

[days]; well, it was coming online. So a friend of mine that I had known in college, who 

graduated a year before me, her sister worked at Bell Laboratories. So through her, Rita 

Giordano, I got to her sister, and her sister helped me get the job interview with Bell 

Laboratories. I can remember going there, and I don’t know, two weeks later or 

something like that, I get a letter in the mail saying I’d been offered a job at Bell 

Laboratories. And that was the beginning of the whole real high tech career. 

 

Misa:  Were there any other job options or career options that you were considering when 

your college was complete? 

 

Detrano:  Yes. I knew I wanted to go into computer programming. I knew that, it was a 

given. So I applied to IBM, Bell Laboratories, Univac — in those days there was a 

Univac out in Blue Bell, Pennsylvania — and also to RCA Semiconductor. RCA never 

replied. I remember going out to Blue Bell to them [and] seeing an old computer that at 

that point had been 10 or 20 years old, made completely out of vacuum tubes. Oh! That’s 

the other thing, when I was a kid. [Laughs.] My father didn’t have sons. He only had two 

daughters. He always wanted a son. So I guess I was the oldest daughter, the first born, 

and I was interested in this stuff so he would teach me whatever it was. One of the things 
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that he taught me was how to take apart the back of a television and how to fix a 

television that didn’t work. How to replace the tubes, and test them, and go to the 

hardware store where you could buy the tubes. 

 

Misa:  And then you could actually replace vacuum tubes in your televisions, or 

sometimes early radios, too. 

 

Detrano:  Yes. So that was something I learned as a kid, too, because my father didn’t 

have a son to teach, so he taught me. So, I’d seen this huge vacuum tube original 

computer and that’s the only thing I remembered about the job. I guess IBM made me an 

offer, I don’t know. I interviewed to all those places just like you apply to a bunch of 

colleges, but Bell Labs was really where I wanted to work. So when that came through, 

everything else just fell off my radar screen completely. 

 

Misa:  Kathy, how did you get so interested, focused on computing? 

 

Detrano:  I did not want to be a teacher. I remember being told   — and I put these in my 

notes — that if I studied math, when I decided to do that in college, that I could always 

be a teacher or you could be an actuary. Those are the two things that you could do with 

math, I remember as like a freshman in college. But by the time I got into junior and 

senior year, which is the later 1960s, computers were starting to become much more 

prevalent or much more known. And as I said, this friend of mine who was a year ahead 

of me — and her sister was older than that — was already at the Labs. So I started to hear 
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about it, and it was the answer to the prayer of I didn’t want to teach and I didn’t want to 

be an actuary. It just was what I wanted. It was the only option there was, and it was a 

fascinating option so I had the best of both worlds. 

 

Misa:  So actually it sounds like your friend network almost more than the college was an 

important pipeline or insight into computing. 

 

Detrano:  Definitely an insight into the job I got, and insight into computing. Not so much 

that Rita knew much about computing because I don’t think she was a math major, but it 

was, there again, the image of it. Her sister was doing it; another woman who was 

capable of doing this. It’s the reality of it. This was all real to me. She could do it; let me 

go try and do it, too. A woman can do this and a woman can enjoy doing it. I talked to 

her. Rita put me in touch with her sister, so it was really good. Okay, go ahead, back to 

your questions. 

 

Misa:  Okay, going back to how you were hired into Bell Labs [and] the different career 

paths and the different labels that Bell Labs gave to people — men and women. 

 

Detrano:  Bell Laboratories, when you went for an interview, they set you up with 

various departments that all had requisitions out to be filled. You interviewed with each 

one for a couple hours, and at the end of the day you ranked your favorites in order and 

the departments ranked whether they wanted to bid on you or not. The personnel office 

went down the list of your preferences, and you got offered a job if someplace in your 
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preferences you got an organization that wanted to bid on you. That’s who you got the 

job offer from. And it turns out that I got the job offer from my first preference, and that 

was an interesting group. I was interested in them because it wasn’t so much IT 

computing, it was more of the world of physics; they had done Telstar. They were 

actually starting to do military work on inventing parallel processors; it was one of the 

very first early parallel processors. It wasn’t working in the computer center, which was 

what typical IT was in those days. It was actually working on an application using 

computing and developing computing tools to fight the Cold War. 

 

Misa:  Right. So it wasn’t in the computing center but it was really connected to research 

and development work. 

 

Detrano:  Yes, it was funded by the Anti-Ballistic Missile Defense Agency out of 

Huntsville, Alabama. We had hardware and software people in the organization, 

hardware [people] to build the parallel processors and software people to design the 

operating systems and the systems for the compilers and things. So that you could invent 

a parallel processing language and then compile and assemble it, which was what my job 

was, to write the compilers and assemblers. And then there were also the high tech Ph.D.s 

and math types who would define what the algorithms we’re using for Fourier 

transforms, to track these re-entrant warheads, which is what the parallel processing was. 

Each processor was designed to track a warhead and you would write algorithms that 

would decide which ones were hot versus which ones were cold. That’s what those 

algorithms were. But we had to build all the system software so that those algorithms 
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could process on that. So that was great fun. And after about two years the funding went 

away, the project wound down, and I was still just a senior technical aide— no, let’s see 

— let me stop here for a minute. 

 

Misa:  Can you help us understand the difference between an MTS and a Senior 

Technical Aide? 

 

Detrano:  Okay, that’s what I need to come back to. I was hired as a Senior Technical 

Aide, which was what 95 percent of the women who had bachelor’s degrees in math — 

or even something beyond a bachelor’s degree in math or engineering — were hired as 

Senior Technical Aides [STA]. It was not a management level. Unions had even tried to 

unionize that level, although that had never happened. Unbeknownst to me, men with a 

similar level of education were hired in two levels above, into what was considered 

equivalent in the Bell System as the second level of management, and it was called 

Member of Technical Staff [MTS]. We, as women, were hired in as Senior Technical 

Aides. If you wanted to get from being an STA to an MTS, a full MTS, you either had to 

sign up for a master’s degree program in one to three years, which could mean going 

away one year on campus [OYOC] or doing a heavy duty local university master’s 

degree part-time study [LUPT], and that had to be offered to you, and was not easily 

offered. The women didn’t get it easily. The men were hired in with what was called 

OYOC. The other option was just to progress through the ranks, and go up to the next 

level to Associate Member of Technical Staff, which was frequently considered for 

women a terminal position. I did not want to go away to school. I was married, had a 
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household. I didn’t have any kids but I certainly didn’t want to go for one year on campus 

in University of Michigan or someplace like that. I lived about an hour away from the 

labs and there was no way that I could commute to Hoboken or someplace two or three or 

four nights a week to get my master’s so I didn’t push for the one step jump, I went 

through AMTS. I pushed for that position. I had to push for it. [It was] not so much that 

my boss didn’t believe that I was capable of it because I was writing the same system 

software that the guys who were MTSs were. I was teaching the stuff. But, you know I 

was a woman and so I put in my notes, ‘every morning I would go into Don’s [my 

supervisor] office, and in the corner of his board I would write my name with a happy 

face or something, and a little ‘MKD’ — which is my initials — ‘promotion case!’ With 

a little exclamation point every single morning. And of course, the janitors came through 

every night and washed all the blackboards so they were clean every morning. Everybody 

had blackboards because we were always writing on blackboards because we were all 

designing stuff so the boards were always cleaned every night. So every morning as soon 

as Don came in, there was my little name on the blackboard.  [Laughter.]  Eventually I 

think, just to get me out of his hair, he finally had to put together this promotion package, 

which was a series of three technical memoranda and a paper that he had to attest to that I 

was worthy of the position, and then it went to some review committee and you would 

get promoted. 

 

Misa:  That was a promotion to Associate MTS? 
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Detrano:  That was Associate Member of Technical Staff and you still weren’t a Member 

of Technical Staff; you were still a lesser citizen. 

 

Misa:  As an Associate MTS, that was you had not yet got a master’s? 

 

Detrano:  I had started to go for my master’s but a very slower pace because of where I 

lived at home, I could do one night a week away; that was it. Actually, I did get my 

master’s eventually, but it took me the better part of five years to do it.  

 

Misa:  Five years, okay. And just to continue along this same thread, once you 

successfully got your master’s was there a promotion to the full MTS? 

 

Detrano:  No. And we moved over to telephone company work so I had a whole new set 

of management there. We were starting to do database systems, transaction operations 

systems for all the databases. We were starting to mechanize the phone company records 

and the big database systems, and many computers were coming in. My job was most of 

the database software, to invent or perfect it. I remember having to invent a random 

number generator to be able to find circuit IDs that had no rhyme or reason to them and 

calling the gurus in Murray Hill, and getting random number generator algorithms, and 

then actually creating the database retrieval software based on those random number 

generators to build databases. That’s the kind of stuff. I did database access systems, and 

it was there that my supervisor then supported me for promotion to full MTS while I was 

still doing software for the phone company. That [promotion up through the ranks to 
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MTS] was a huge, huge deal. They would put together three directors, and this big case 

had to be prepared in this big folder. And the directors from Murray Hill and research 

would all get to review it, and they’d get together, and then you were interviewed. You 

had to stand up — it was like defending a thesis — you had to stand up in front of a 

blackboard in a private conference room, and they’d shoot questions, and you had to 

answer it. I could’ve gotten a Ph.D. doing this. The head of the group was a man who had 

been my original director when I first came eight years before that, and had written in my 

file that I wasn’t going to make it beyond AMTS. So I knew that I had a little bit of a 

deck stacked against me. So I checked out the directors that were on my review 

committee, and one of them was a guy named Sam Morgan from computer science 

research. My good friend at Whippany, whose roommate was somebody, a woman, who 

worked for Sam. So I called her and I said, ‘Tell me about Sam. What do you know about 

Sam? Does he have any daughters?’ And she told me he had daughters. Ah! So we go 

into this interview and they’re asking me all about this job I was doing, and what this 

database stuff is all about, and they’re grilling me on all this stuff. And you could tell one 

of the guys that really didn’t believe women were going to survive in the technical world 

role career wise asked me, ‘Do you think that you expect to have a career here?’ or 

something like that. And I turned to them and I said, ‘Sam, well you have daughters, you 

certainly want the best for them and all the chances.’ I said, ‘And I just want the same 

thing.’ I wrote this in my notes to you. And Sam — I’ll never forget it — he turned to the 

other men and he said, ‘We came to investigate her and she investigated us!’ [Laughter.] 

And there were no more questions, we adjourned, and I got promoted. 
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Misa:  You were doing your homework.  

 

Detrano:  Yes. I had to do it; you couldn’t rely on anybody doing it for you. Nobody 

would watch out for number one but number one.  

 

Misa:  Yes, and no man would’ve been subjected to that kind of grilling as a promotion to 

MTS. 

 

Detrano:  Yes. 

 

Misa:  They may have gotten a technical grilling but they wouldn’t have gotten the stuff 

about gender appropriateness. 

 

Detrano:  The career stuff, I don’t think so. But we were prepared for that, I knew that, 

which is why I checked up on Sam and specifically went looking for somebody with 

daughters. I knew that that was going to be the whole big thing. Which eventually, when 

I started interviewing or teaching people about interviewing, I said you can’t ask that; 

you’re not allowed to ask that. 

 

Misa:  That’s right. You’re not supposed to ask these kind of personal details, but it 

sounds like that was extremely useful and broke a logjam. 

 

Detrano:  Knowing that, you mean? 
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Misa:  Yes. 

 

Detrano:  Yes, because I had to figure out what I was up against. And that is pretty much 

what all of my accomplishments at the Labs were. I always had to figure out what I was 

up against. The guy that wouldn’t give me the first promotion, I figured out what I was 

up against and how to deal with it. You had to figure it out. You couldn’t expect 

somebody else to figure it out for you. And there was always something that you had to 

figure out. [Laughs.] There was always something that was the trick, or part of the 

answer, or was the key to figuring out what was in your way, or what you needed to 

change, and you had to go figure it out and do it. 

 

Misa:  What year were you promoted to MTS, please? 

 

Detrano:  I think 1976. 

 

Misa:  1976, okay.  

 

Detrano:  I think that’s when it was. Then I decided, well, alright, I can now be a 

supervisor, I can do management. So I started to find out what did you have to do to be 

manager? What’s the trick here? I went around and talked to people. I talked to my boss’ 

boss. ‘Oh, well you have to be broad. You can’t just be software, you have to be broad. 

You have to have systems engineering.’ So I snuck around to a man who was department 
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head of systems engineering — actually snuck down the corridors over to that side of the 

building. I saw him in his office and it just turned out that I knew him because he came 

from Hoboken, New Jersey, my in-laws came from Hoboken, New Jersey, and he knew 

my aunt. I had known him so I could go in and say ‘Hey, Lou, how are you?’ So I snuck 

into Lou’s office and I said, ‘Lou, here’s the thing, I want to be promoted. I’ve been told 

that I need systems engineering experience. So let me just say to you [that] if you ever 

decide you need a systems engineer, and you’re looking for somebody, I’m interested.’ 

And I said, ‘Is there anything else I should do?’ And he said, ‘No.’ I said, ‘Okay, fine,’ 

and I left. So I planted that seed. About three weeks later, a month later, my boss called 

me and said, ‘They’re doing a big study over in the systems engineering department and 

they need someone special who understands the phone company database structure and 

stuff. This department is Lou Casulli’s, and he’s wondering if you’d be interested in 

transferring over there to become a systems engineer?’ [Laughs.] Straight face, and I said, 

‘Absolutely! Isn’t that nice that Lou would think of me.’ 

 

Misa: Why was systems engineering so important? 

 

Detrano:  I don’t think systems engineering was, I think it was one of the many logs that 

male management rolled at women to make them jump over.  

 

Misa:  Oh. 

 

Detrano:  It was log rolling. 
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Misa:  Putting up a barrier and saying okay, you’re not able to be promoted because you 

haven’t done x or y or z. 

 

Detrano:  Yes, or you have to jump this high. Then when you jump that high, they say 

well no, actually we meant you need to jump this high. 

 

Misa:  Okay. So you don’t think men have the same barrier thrown at them if they were 

moving into management? 

 

Detrano:  I don’t remember having any talks with men having to deal with this, because 

the whole organization that I moved into was men. It was just natural for them to be 

there. Yes, it was all male. I think there might’ve been one other woman, but it was 95 

percent male. And it turned out that I was put on a special project that was an analysis of 

a huge database system that was similar to the one I had worked on, so actually I was a 

perfect candidate for this job. I did that, and that was a study that went on for maybe six 

months to evaluate it. It was headed up by department heads in both organizations, and 

we reported in to them. And it was special, and we traveled, and we did a lot of analysis. 

Actually, it turned out that that systems engineering job really was a very good 

broadening experience because it taught me the whole world of money, financials, 

present worth. What was the value of all this investment, what was the cost to AT&T and 

Bell Laboratories for these two projects, and weigh them all not only technically but 

financially. And we ended up making a recommendation to kill one of the big projects. It 
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turns out that the man who was the head of that department doing that, that I had been 

sort of dotted line reporting to, ended up getting promoted to director. And it was 

[through] that experience and exposure with this task force [that] he then offered me my 

supervisor job in Holmdel, and that’s how I got promoted to supervisor.  

 

Misa:  To supervisor. Okay. 

 

Detrano:  Yes. And that was 1978. 

 

Misa:  1978. Affirmative action was quite a big push at Bell Labs in the 1970s. What was 

your experience as a woman and with affirmative action? 

 

Detrano:  Affirmative action was huge. I mentioned in my notes to you they actually had 

a workshop called Men and Women in the Work Environment, and it was essentially an 

encounter group to get male managers to face their sexism, no matter how covert or 

subliminal it was. There was always a half dozen of us women who would be invited to 

go to these things. It was three days off in some woods someplace, in a conference room 

where we’d end up screaming at each other. It was a real encounter group session. So 

there was an enormous amount of support for affirmative action and confrontation of 

male managers who were in denial. I have not seen that anywhere else. That plays back, 

Tom, to the same thing we said at the very beginning to all the things we were doing — 

mentor groups, etcetera — you’re not reaching the men who have the power. But Bell 

Laboratories attempted to do that. And in fact, Lou Casulli, the man who I was on the 
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task force with in the systems engineering group, when I got promoted to supervisor I 

remember somebody saying that Lou stood up in front of the organization and said if 

there’s any man here who thinks that she does not deserve to be promoted, you can leave 

the organization, or something like that. So there was this tremendous support from Lou 

to not only give me reinforcement that I was doing the right thing but to set the tone that 

affirmation action whining was not acceptable in the white male population. 

 

Misa:  There’s two things going on. There’s individual support of male managers but 

with the set of workshops, that’s also an institutional response, isn’t it? That’s not just a 

single male manager deciding this, that must have been institutional policy. So somebody 

somewhere along the line at Bell Laboratories said that we’re going to take not only the 

letter of the law about affirmative action, but really impose the spirit.  

 

Detrano:  [Note: I can only speak about Bell Laboratories. I do not believe it was 

institutionalized across the entire Bell System.] Yes. And I don’t know who, I did not 

have access or insight into that level at Bell Laboratories to see where that was coming 

from. It had to be somebody very insightful who was pushing that at some very high 

level. I can’t speak to who that was, but it was very, very acceptable. It was part of the 

institution. There was another one similar to that, by the way, called Urban Minorities 

Workshop, where you had the same encounter group saying learn how to work across the 

races. And that was a really powerful five-day workshop that we all had to go to as well . 

. .  
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Misa:  That was a five-day workshop? 

 

Detrano: Yes, to empower the affirmative action that was very strong and supported by 

management. And see, I think though that some men would’ve been supportive 

separately. I think that once the corporate blessing was put to it, that those who were 

inclined to it were more comfortable with standing up with it because they knew that 

somebody wasn’t going to stand in the back and pull the carpet out from underneath them 

for saying something like that. 

 

Misa:  So basically, they got organizational support. 

 

Detrano:  That’s right. And one dear roommate I had way back when I was in software, 

Darius Slavinskas, what a sweetheart man he was. He and I shared an office, and some 

phone company guy came in and saw me in there — and this was when I was writing all 

that database software and all of those random number generator algorithm stuff — and 

this man from the phone company walks in, opens the door, looks and sees Darius at his 

desk, me at mine. He looks in, he says, ‘Hey kiddo, what do you do here, answer the 

phones?’ [Laughs.] And I was stunned, I just looked over at him. And Darius, dear sweet 

man that he was, sat up and said, ‘Oh no, only her own.’  

 

Misa:  Only her own. Oh good. [Laughs.] 
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Detrano:  So every once in a while you’d have somebody like that, who would help take 

the burden off your shoulders. 

 

Misa:  Right. 

 

Detrano:  You didn’t have to fight that battle; somebody else helped you. 

 

Misa:  Can you think of any other situated strategies like that, that helped you essentially 

achieve real solid progress, or if somebody came in from outside and let people know that 

their behaviors were not acceptable? I mean maybe something that one of the supportive 

managers did, or maybe something that one of the women did to support you or that you 

may have done? 

 

Detrano:  Lou Casulli… what I told you about him standing up and telling people. Yes, 

Darius, how he personally supported me. My supervisor who helped me through the MTS 

promotion thing with the three directors — he’s the one that clued me in about them — 

they all stand out in my mind as extraordinary support situations. But I think it was built 

into the system at that point, so maybe some other stuff, that if you saw it today, would 

stick out to you. To me, it was just part of the system and it was good that it was there. 

And it was a support system that was useful to us. I can’t think of anything specifically. 

Once I got promoted as a supervisor and into management, tech supervisor, the support 

system there then became heavily our own. They were still running the workshops on 
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Men and Women in the Work Environment, but what we did then as women managers 

was we banded together and we started to build our own support system. 

 

Misa:  Can you describe that a bit? 

 

Detrano:  We started with five of us in Holmdel, New Jersey. There were 4,000 people; 

the odds were 1,000 to one. People would come by your office and see you there and you 

felt like a monkey in a zoo. What does a woman look like? What does a woman 

supervisor look like? It was pretty grueling and you learned body language, you learned 

stature, you learned how to sit in a — when I say “you learned,” what we did is we got 

together. After our numbers grew, we would bring in subject matter experts for dinner 

meetings and after dinner talks, we would have talks on where to stand in a room, where 

to sit in a room, how to dress, all the body language, all the subtle stuff of interpersonal 

communications. How to gain interpersonal power in the presence of a male. We taught 

each other that. We would talk about it. We would say, ‘Okay, I had somebody, some 

turkey that would say to me oh yes, dear, and pat your arm. What should I do?’ And we 

would practice responses to that. 

 

Misa:  What was your response to a demeaning gesture like that? 

 

Detrano:  Depends upon how demeaning it was. If there was just patting your hand and 

saying oh dear, you would say something like ‘I’m sure Tom, your wife is your dear, but 

I’m not; I’m your equal.’  
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Misa:  Okay. 

 

Detrano:  Something like that. I use the ‘I’m okay, you’re okay’ paradigm of parent/child 

or adult responses, if you’re familiar with I’m okay, you’re okay. 

 

Misa:  Yes. 

 

Detrano:  You take one of those parent comments and you’d come back with an adult 

response. Off line we can talk about what that is; it’s a real simple, very useful thing that 

you can practice ahead of time on what that really is. And that’s always disarming. I 

shouldn’t say always, but in general it was. Once in while you get somebody who’s way 

off the deep end [laughs] and you’d have fun poking them. You could just really play it 

for a while but you had to be careful because they had a certain amount of power. 

 

Misa:  So there were very concrete, very specific strategies that this group of women 

basically elaborated, discussed among yourselves, supported each other, that sounds like 

a very powerful network of women. 

 

Detrano:  It was. It was incredible. We got to the point where we were seen as powerful 

by the upper management of Bell Laboratories, at least in New Jersey. In the beginning 

we would invite an upper level management executive director or vice president to join 

us for dinner. We started out with people that we knew were sympathetic and we would 
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invite them to give us advice. After dinner we would sit and talk, and they’d give us 

advice. Well it got to the point where, I remember one of them telling us that somebody 

came to them and said, ‘You got invited?! I didn’t get invited yet! What’s wrong with 

me?!’ And we got to be this status thing and I think that helped to some extent, as the 

numbers grew. And it helped educate them; it helped educate these men that being way 

out in left field and not being invited meant there was something wrong with them, 

because of peer pressure so that was a subtle second order effect that happened. 

 

Misa:  So it would be an effect if you were invited, and an effect as well if you weren’t 

invited. 

 

Detrano:  Exactly. Right, it was very second order. But it was the support, the mutual 

support, and the mutual self-training that we did. 

 

Misa:  Kathy, you’ve been using language that’s quite reminiscent of the wider 1970s 

women’s movement. Was that an important influence on you or on this group? 

 

Detrano:  That was the time. That was what was in the air. That’s what you breathed. 

That was all around you. That’s what you read. That’s what was on television, right? The 

Gloria Steinems of the world. It was all just part of everyday living, which in contrast to 

today, I think that may be another more subtle sense, it’s looked down on as unnecessary 

and strident. When actually in truth I believe it’s very necessary for today. And that was 

one of the things I put in my notes at the end, that women need to be very much like we 
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were in the 1970s because things haven’t changed that much, and I don’t think they know 

it. And it’s almost harder because they believe that they don’t have [to learn it]. We 

believed that we had to learn it. I don’t think they know that they have to learn it. 

 

Misa:  There’s both the specific skills you’re talking about, but also a kind of awareness 

and orientation to the company’s culture, I suppose. 

 

Detrano:  Yes, I think it’s an awareness of the extent of sexism that still exists. I don’t 

want to say denial, because I don’t think they’re on purpose trying to ignore it. But I 

think that they have been convinced that there isn’t that level of sexism that they need to 

worry about because they have examples where things seem to be much better. And I 

think it’s much more subtle. There’s places that probably are very good. But there’s 

places like the IBM ad, three weeks ago, about taking apart the hair dryer that is just 

devastatingly sexist.  

 

Misa:  Could you please explain that so we could record it? I followed that [news story] 

for a little bit, but what did women — I’m asking a naïve question — but what did 

women find insulting about that IBM “hack the hairdryer?” 

 

Detrano:  My opinion is a hairdryer is stupid, dumb electrical thing so anybody can hack 

[it]. I take hairdryers apart all the time, I clean the filters, I put them back together. You 

don’t “hack” a hairdryer; there’s no electronics in a hairdryer. It’s a very demeaning 

thing. And then they painted the thing pink. I mean, it was all feminine. At least the 
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captions I saw but I did not see the ad itself, I only saw second hand pieces of it. Would 

somebody say to you, hack an electric razor? [Laughs.] I mean, it’s absurd! 

 

Misa:  No. [Laughs.]  

 

Detrano:  It’s totally absurd, you know? I mean you got to be just dumbfounded with the 

absurdity and how they missed the point. I can only picture some 90-year-old throwback 

to the 1960s that thought that was a good idea. It’s just totally insulting. 

 

Misa:  Okay. Thank you for recording that. 

 

Detrano:  Okay, and now I’m going to get sued by IBM. [Laughs.]  

 

Misa:  I very much doubt it because IBM formally withdrew that and more or less went 

home with their tail between their legs. I don’t know what lesson they learned, but they 

learned that that was not an appropriate image to set out. Kathy, I’ll ask you a more 

subtle question [and] maybe we could spend a little time on that. The 1970s we’ve been 

talking about, and we indirectly talked about the subtle shifts for women but also some of 

the shifts in corporate culture in the 1980s. Could you expand on that a bit, please? Shifts 

in the 1980s. 

 

Detrano:  Women in the 1980s. Well, at least from my experiences, there were a lot more 

women in management at higher levels. Not too many at the real high levels but more at 
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the middle levels of management. So it was not a big deal anymore to feel that you had to 

push so much for that, or that you were all alone, or that it was as much of a battle. It 

seemed to be a more natural thing for qualified women to move up. You didn’t have to go 

through the hoops, jump over the hoops and things that I had to go through. So in that 

sense, it was much better and in fact, I really do believe in the Labs, things were getting 

better, I really do. Where they are now I have no idea. But in general, everything has 

backslid and I wasn’t there to watch the backsliding so I don’t know firsthand what was 

the cause of the backsliding. But in the 1980s it wasn’t a piece of cake for women by any 

means, but it wasn’t the same battle that we had in the 1970s, especially towards the late 

1980s.  

 

Misa:  Somebody made the comment to me [and] I’m just asking whether this might be 

part of your experience as well. In the 1970s it was very clear what the problems were, in 

terms of jobs, promotions, ranks, explicit sexism, and somebody said it was much harder 

to be an effective advocate and focused advocate for women within Bell Labs in the 

1980s because the issues were more diffuse. That was her comment. Does that connect 

with your experience at all? 

 

Detrano:  She could probably be right, and I suspect that different organizations had 

different cultures. By that point, we were very much business unit oriented and very 

isolated from everybody and every culture in another business unit. So one manager or 

one head of a business unit could change the whole culture of the whole place and 

somebody in the next building wouldn’t be aware of it other than circumstantially or 
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anecdotally. I suspect that she was probably right. At that point, though, I wasn’t looking 

to move ahead. By the early 1990s I had had a health scare, and I decided that life in 

corporate America was not the way I wanted to go out, in case the health scare proved to 

be significantly bad. So that’s when I decided I was going to retire at 30 years and I 

counted down my last 60 paychecks and retired at the end of the 60th paycheck. So I 

really wasn’t looking to fight the battles of the women. The corporate culture at Bell 

Labs, of course, had changed. We’d been through divestiture —two of them — and just 

to give you an idea of what the culture was, at one point I indirectly dotted-line reported 

into Carly Fiorina before she went to HP. When I took a job as quality director for the 

business unit of Cellular, I had been doing software, and software development, and 

management of software development and systems engineering for 25 years, and I really 

needed to do something different. My business unit had offered me the job of quality 

director for the business unit and I said, ‘Damn, I don’t know anything about all of the 

mystiques and mystery of quality etcetera,’ and what that was all about in those days. He 

said, ‘Yes, but you know where the bodies are buried.’ So I said, ‘Okay.’ So I took the 

job and we reported — each of the business units had a quality director — and of course 

we had the whole manufacturing as well, I had the Columbus factory that made all your 

cell site hardware. All your cell phones didn’t work if the cell site factory wasn’t doing 

the stuff right. So it was a significant amount of responsibility and a significant learning 

curve to understand the whole corporate thing. I don’t know if you ever heard of 

Motorola’s Six Sigma Program? 

 

Misa:  Yes. 
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Detrano:  Okay, well that’s what we had to learn. That’s a codification of what we did, of 

the whole science. And it was all based on probability and statistics at the very bottom, 

and general systems theory, and chaos theory. The more I got into it the more fascinating 

it was, and my math background really played into it because I could understand what 

was actually going on in the quality and quality improvement. So that was fun to actually 

learn, and be able to do that, and see that applied to the real world to making cell phone 

calls reliable. 

 

Misa:  Right. 

 

Detrano:  So I enjoyed that. Let’s see, I’m trying to think if whether there was any 

male/female things going on. What I can tell you is that at that point, the only taste I got 

of real problems was that it was considered — even though I had been highly technical 

all my life and moved over there to bring my technical skills to that job, there were vice 

presidents who immediately assumed the role I was there for was to make view graphs. I 

remember two different vice presidents, in particular, that made comments to me, and 

what I ended up doing privately is harking back to my training with my women 

supervisor support groups. I remember one in particular. I waited for him to be sitting in 

his office with the light in his eyes, and sitting down at his desk. And I remember waiting 

to see him sit there, and then I walked in and I walked right over to the desk and stood 

next to him and looked down at him and said, ‘Don’t you ever talk to me like that again.’ 

I have this, and I’ve been doing this, and I think that was the most disrespectful thing I 
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ever heard from anybody. He was just flabbergasted, and apologized, and never did that 

again. Another incident: I remember we had bought Phillips, or we were dealing with 

somebody from Europe, and we had the Netherlands there. And some six-foot-two fellow 

from the Netherlands came in and I was making a presentation about the quality system 

and similar kind of stuff. And this guy was, I don’t know, six-three; he was huge. He 

came into my office and started to give me this bullshit. And so I closed the door, I 

walked over to my table, I pulled out my chair, I stood on the chair — goes back to that 

self-training we did on body language and posture — and I stood on my chair and I 

looked down at this guy and I gave him whatfor. The next time he came into my office, 

I’m sitting at my desk and all of a sudden the door knocks, and I said, ‘Oh, hi, come on 

in.’ He comes over, he comes right up to my desk and he kneels down. [Laughter.]  So 

we all learned a little lesson in that. But that reinforced over, and over, and over again – 

body language. What you portray. When I got promoted into management, supervisor at 

Holmdel in New Jersey the same thing. Holmdel was a series of four buildings connected 

by walkways, not unlike what you would picture cell blocks in a large prison. And it was 

all identical, every building looked alike, everything looked alike. I remember walking in 

and going to somebody’s office and this fellow said to me, he said, ‘Boy, you just got 

here and you just know your way around this place!’ He said, ‘That’s amazing, I’m really 

impressed.’ What I didn’t tell him was that I had learned to walk into the building, put 

my shoulders back, put my head up — and I was a brand new supervisor, because I had 

all these people looking at me — head up, briefcase at my side, and I would let my eyes, 

only my eyes would move, and I would look at the signs and see what corner I was in and 

what floor I was in, and keep walking straight a ways until my eyes figured out where I 
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was and where I had to go. [Laughs.] Everybody really thought I knew my way around 

and I didn’t, I was walking around aimlessly. But with my head up, my shoulders back, 

my head up, and looked like I knew where I was going and so everybody assumed I did. 

 

Misa:  That’s the old story of somebody walking around with a clipboard or something, 

they just presume that this is an important person. But you were exuding confidence and 

direction, and nobody assumed otherwise. 

 

Detrano:  That’s right. So I mean, that all goes back to that women’s support group where 

we taught each other behavior, body language, and personal demeanor. 

 

Misa:  Kathy, this is very interesting [because] this is not something that you have to 

learn once, but actually learn and continue again, and again, and again. These skills were 

valuable in the 1970s, but they were essential continuing forward from that. 

 

Detrano:  Absolutely. The other skill we learned was to call it when you see it, to 

confront it, or to head it off. I was promoted to supervisor, I was down at Holmdel doing 

a job, [and] we got a new director. He’d actually been from the organization that had 

been — as I told you I’d been on a special project that kills the job — he had come from 

there, so in some sense he would consider me the enemy if he knew my complicity in 

that. And I can remember people telling me, ‘Oh, Jim’s going to come in and he’s going 

to beat you up. He’s not going to like this database stuff. He’s an IBM guy. You’re going 

to get really beat up on this.’ Okay. [Laughs.] So I remember I went to my medicine chest 
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at home and I took all the boxes of Band-Aids and whatever kinds of first aid equipment I 

could find, and I brought in a whole bag of stuff. And we sat down to start the meeting, 

and I opened up this bag, and Jim is sitting there, and I take out this Band-Aid and I put it 

there. And I take out these wraps and whatever, and I fill up the table with all this stuff. 

He looks at me and I said, ‘Somebody told me you were going to beat me up so I’m 

ready.’ 

 

Misa:  [Laughing.] So it’s getting ahead, confronting.    

 

Detrano:  Yes, absolutely. You got to be ready, you got to be prepared, you’ve got to 

know it. And I went on to have a wonderful professional relationship with that man, and 

he’s the one that supported me for promotion to department head. But, you know, you 

had to be on your game as well. It’s okay to learn body language, but you had to know 

what you were doing, too. You couldn’t be technically shallow. I could hold my own 

with that. 

 

Misa:  There’s one other issue along this line. There were strategies I think that women 

had to exercise sometimes to make sure that their voice was adequately heard and 

recognized during meetings. Did you have any strategies toward that end? 

 

Detrano:  Oh, well I was born with a megaphone so I have never had a problem of 

projecting or being heard. If anything, I am too loud and I get feedback about that. But I 

know there were some women who spoke softly and had to learn to project because that 
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is also a sign of weakness. What I did learn was to be very careful because you could 

easily grab the attention in a group if you wanted to. Like if you wanted to pull the rug 

out from under somebody who was speaking you simply pick up your purse and rattle 

your Tic Tacs and everybody looks at you. I learned that by accident, and I don’t say that 

I used it, I learned to be careful to not use it because it was very powerful body language 

that could pull power away from somebody. 

 

Misa:  Could be a sign of disrespect, too. 

 

Detrano:  Yes, that’s right. Exactly. So you need a tremendous amount of education and 

awareness of self. 

 

Misa:  Kathy, this has been really just a marvelous conversation; very rich and very 

candid, very detailed. Are there any other topics you’d like to make sure to include in our 

recorded conversation today? 

 

Detrano:  Two quick ones, real quickly. I retired in March 1998, and my last week was a 

vacation week, and actually I started doing my volunteer work. I’d always wanted to 

work with women. I wanted to help women, and so for the last 12 months or so — the 

last 12 paychecks — I started to gather ideas of what I wanted to do when I retired. 

Actually, what I say is I graduated. I never retired from Bell Laboratories, it was just 

another graduation along the way. I keep graduating from places. I graduated from Bell 

Laboratories. And I had looked into the Girl Scouts, they didn’t seem receptive; I kept 
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looking around. I found an article once that Bill Clinton had started the Work First 

program for women on welfare. They had to work before they could get welfare, and the 

county had started a work program to bring in women on welfare for a 28-day workshop 

thing. And I just went there one day and volunteered. I said hi. And it was mostly the 

management was at the first and second level were black women, and I suspected they 

might’ve been a little, what does this woman want? What is she doing here? But I had 

worked with all the races and so I could easily move and relate, and made dear friends 

with all of them. Every once a month we would bring in 15 or 20 women who had 

applied — these were all single mothers — applied for welfare and been told that they 

had to learn how to get jobs. And I did pro bono employment counseling for these 

women. I would teach them how to do job interviews. I would write resumes for them. 

I’d teach them how to dress. We would have sessions on how to handshake, how to walk, 

how to carry a briefcase, how to dress. I did that between three and five days a week 

probably for three, four years until I moved to Florida. And that was incredibly 

rewarding, and incredibly supportive, and I felt very good being able to help women with 

that, which had been something that I had always wanted to do. Going back to that 

support group when I was first a supervisor with those women, that’s where I learned that 

the biggest power of anything is to find women to support women. And so that’s what I 

did for five years. Then I came down to Florida and did volunteering in the local 

community, and I did the website — I was the webmaster — and I ended up being 

chairman of the board of the civic association. Tell me what a thankless job that is. And 

then I found my art, which my high school art teacher had said to my mother, don’t waste 

time, she has no talent. Well, turned out that I probably do, and I started to make that 
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Chapter Three of my life with as much energy, and forethought, and planning, and study 

as I did with Chapter Two at the Labs. And I just got my Signature status with the Pastel 

Society of America, which is headquartered in New York City at the National Arts Club. 

I’ve just been voted to the board of governors of the Pastel Society of America. I’m just 

ending up with three years with the Pastel Society of Tampa Bay as president. I’ve got a 

wall full of awards. It’s predominantly women that you meet with, and what you do once 

again is you support each other. It just happens to be a different subject; it’s art. And it is 

tremendously rewarding to support each other and even when I was president of the 

Pastel Society, it was not unlike being a supervisor where you had to encourage the 

young ones, and steer them, and be a leader. So all of that training and experience has 

continued and just seems to be the natural thing that I seem to do, and I enjoy doing it. 

And I think it’s very, very important to continue to support women regardless of whether 

it’s technical or not because those same skills play out any way you turn, if you want 

them to. 

 

Misa:  And you’re doing pastels as an art form? 

 

Detrano:  Pastels, just technically, the term pastels doesn’t mean light colors. Pastel art 

medium means you take a pure pigment like the orange ochre rocks in the south of 

France, and you grind them up, and you float them in oil, and you stick them in a tube 

and you have oil paint.  You grind them up and you mix them with water base or acrylic 

base, and you have watercolors or acrylics. You grind them up and mix them with a little 

clay-like thing, and just form them into a ‘pastel’ stick, and you have pure pigment in a 
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stick. And it can be any place from white to black, every color in between, thousands and 

thousands of colors that all the manufacturers can make. So you paint with pure pigment 

and you use your hand, and you paint with a stick like a piece of chalk. And that’s what I 

do. I’m allergic to petroleum distillate, so I can’t do the oils. Watercolors are too fussy. 

But pastels are wonderful. So I grabbed hold. I’m a pastel artist and I hike all over, and I 

travel, and I found someone that I would study with, as a mentor. Four years ago — four 

and a half years ago — I went to my very first, very big workshop and realized that I had 

found what meant something to me. And I came back and I wrote a life plan for what I 

wanted to accomplish in Chapter Three, and what I needed to do. I evaluated where my 

skills were, what I needed to learn. This teacher that I had in France, he’s American, 

Richard McKinley, and actually this workshop was in France. I studied, I had 

scrupulously taken down notes and did everything that he said. I got all the books, I 

started doing all the studying, and I subsequently studied with him three times a year, 

pretty much ever since. He, too has helped me move forward. And it is executing that life 

plan with the goal of becoming a Signature member of the Pastel Society of America, 

when I couldn’t even get pastel on paper when I started. I executed that life plan, and that 

just happened this past year. It took about four years to happen. So now I’m figuring out, 

well, I’ve got to figure out my next one. Can’t stop now; on a roll. 

[Laughing.] 

 

Misa:  Kathy, this has been really marvelous. Thank you so much for your time today. I 

really appreciate your comments and thoughts, and I learned a lot from our conversation. 
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Detrano:  Feel free to call, to send me e-mail or call me back if you need some 

clarification on something. 

 

Misa:  Okay, great. Thank you so much, really enjoyed our conversation, Kathy. 

 

Detrano:  Thank you. Good luck with it and I look forward to hearing and seeing if 

anything happens with all of this. One last note of remarkable importance: I could not 

have done this without the enduring support of my husband, Joseph Detrano.  He has 

always been willing to help me, to take care of household chores allowing me to travel 

and learn, to move forward toward my goals, to cheer me on…the ultimate support 

person and helpmate.   

 


