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On a high shelf in the crowded second-floor quarters of the Berkeley Braille Division in the Red Cross Chapter House lie several artifacts from its earlier days: a few sturdy, meticulously hard-bound volumes in maroon with gold lettering; a board, stylus and slate, retired with the advent of the Perkins Brailler; an ingenious paper-punch machine, affectionately known as Oscar, left from the long era of hand-binding. These things we can still see. Gone from here are the thousands of books that have been transcribed into braille by volunteers, bound in the bindery by volunteers, and sent forth for over fifty years.


Most of the books have gone to the Library of Congress in Washington, some to Sacramento and California Regional Libraries, to the School for the Blind right here in Berkeley, and to the Lion’s Club Center for the Blind in Oakland. We know that some of our brailled material has gone to a mission school in the Navajo country in Arizona, to several regions of Africa, to Hawaii and to Jamaica. In many languages, on infinitely varied topics, books brailled in Berkeley range through the world.


All volunteer braille transcription in the United States was sponsored and administrated by the American Red Cross from 1917-1931, and around 1921 braille instruction and transcription began, primarily to help serve the needs of veterans blinded in World War I. In Berkeley, it was in 1928 that the Chairman of the local Red Cross Chapter asked Daisy (Mrs. Frank) Beck if she would be Chairman of a Braille Service Division. Daisy Beck knew no braille and nothing of what a “Braille Service Division” really should be. A co-worker has described her as “a woman of initiative and courage who liked to start things.” Certainly that was true. Having found a blind teacher willing to take heron as a student, Mrs. Beck quickly learned to transcribe; then she herself faced as teacher the very first class of nine volunteers at the College Women’s Club. Reminiscing some years later, she said, “I hope none of them knew how inadequate and frightened I felt." Undoubtedly they did not; most of them stayed with her to help develop the Service through the seventeen years that she remained a vital and innovative leader.


The transcription of braille is not for the inpatient nor for those who enjoy inventing their own rules for the English language. An ingenious, exact system of embossed dots, it will tolerate few erasures and NO deviations from its complex precepts. Braillists may turn out no more than three satisfactory pages in an hour. Because it is such a rewarding skill, those who accepted its unique challenge stayed on as transcribers. After the first few years the Berkeley group never had fewer than twenty active transcribers, frequently far more.


In 1930, Estelle (Mrs. J. K.) Kimball joined the class, became a braillist and served as an assistant to Daisy Beck until 1946. Mrs. Kimball had been chairman of the building committee responsible for the construction of Berkeley’s College Women’s Club and it was there that she and Mrs. Beck met, to become life-long co-workers and close friends.


It was also in 1930 that Marie Ward came. A dedicated, blind, certified proofreader, she was to work for and with the Braille Division for the next forty years.


Establishment of the Division of the Blind of the Library of Congress was effected in 1931 when Congress allotted monies for it, but the Red Cross continued to administer braille programs until 1942 when the Library took over entirely.


Unfortunately, there is no record of what books were brailled in Berkeley in the early years. We do know that from 1928 until 1936, all transcribed material from Berkeley had to be sent to the East or to the State Library at Sacramento for binding. Nowhere west of St. Louis was there a volunteer binding program. Meanwhile, the Braille Division flourished and by 1936 there were forty certified braillists. It seemed obvious that there was great need for a West Coast bindery. Mrs. Beck discussed this with her associates, Este1le (Mrs. J. K.) Kimball, Louise (Mrs. Alfred) Potbury, and Ruth (Mrs. Wells) Hutchins. It was agreed during the winter that Mrs. Beck would go to Sacramento for book-binding training at the State Library. As Mrs. Hutchins had already planned a trip to Washington for the coming spring, she was asked to spend time with Miss Mabel Boardman, Chairman of Volunteers at the District of Columbia Red Cross Chapter, learning their techniques in the various Stages of binding. When she returned she came armed with samples of binding materials, directives, information on necessary equipment and on costs. She described a marvelous machine, designed and built in Washington, which folded and punched the brailled pages for sewing. As it was a vast improvement over older methods, two machines were ordered for the new bindery.


In September, 1936, Mrs. Beck and Mrs. Hutchins conferred to compare their respective training in book-binding; they settled on a composite process to be called the Berkeley Method. Work began shortly thereafter with Mrs. Beck, Mrs. Kimball, Mrs. Potbury and Mrs. Hutchins as the first binders,


At that time, the Red Cross Chapter Office was located at the corner of Allston Way and Oxford St. Some "space"—evidently not a whole room—and two tables were provided there for the binding operations. On January 4, 1937, the present Chapter House was opened and a large, light room in it was furnished with essential equipment and furniture.


In the first two years of its operation, the bindery had ten workers and bound 103 volumes in its second year. There is no record for the first; the ladies were probably much too busy initiating the process to think of noting it historically.


Bookbinding by hand has always been an exacting craft. The peculiar nature of brailled material made binding it even more of a challenge. Embossed pages are more fragile, far more ephemeral, than a printed text; therefore they must be adequately protected. The finished volume must be sturdy, long-lived, yet not too cumbersome to be held comfortably by the reader.


The “Berkeley Method” of binding remained for the most part constant from its inception in 1936 until it was superseded in 1976 by a series of more mechanized operations. The new, automated method, when all goes well, takes fifteen minutes. The "Old Way", from loose pages to a bound volume, took approximately forty-eight hours to complete.


The first step in preparing pages for binding, after shellacking them on the reverse side, was to number, by means of an automatic numbering machine, each page in its upper left-hand corner for the benefit of the sighted binders. Then the wondrous “Oscar” came into use. (We do not know precisely what changes were made on the machine after it arrived in Berkeley, but it is recorded that Oscar's functions were vastly improved after design modifications by Mr. Alfred Potbury, Mr. E. J. Hoff and Mr. Arthur Purdon.) This machine, about the size of a paper cutter, folded 1/4 inch in from the inner edge of the braille page and punched holes along the crease. Next, the pages went into a sewing frame equipped with tape and twine. These pages (signatures) were sewn three at a time with a heavy needle and thread, working back and forth across the pages to form the spine of the book. The volume was then placed in a press, the back glued and molded by hand to form a curved surface.


The handmade cover consisted of sides and a hinge. The sides were made by pasting buckram to cardboard and weighting it until dry. Meantime the heavy woven hinge to cover the spine was being stamped in gold on the handpress with title, author and volume number. A piece of material called “the red rag” was centered on the hinge to strengthen it and pasted; then the two sides were glued to the hinge. Again, there was weighting—and waiting.


A tense step in this work was the actual insertion of the volume into the formed covers. Brown paper facings and fly-leaves were pasted to the insides of the covers—more weighting—then, at last, a team of two volunteers placed the volume carefully in the outer case, one holding tightly, the other gluing quickly, both holding breaths, partly from aroma of glue, partly from hope that all go well. RIGHT SIDES MATCHING, straight, firm and handsome.


Again the volume was pressed for twenty-four hours, its fly-leaves trimmed, a Red Cross sticker added to the inside of the front cover. A brailled strip with the title and volume number was pasted on the upper corner of the hinge and the hinge shellacked.


Memories of those days always include colorful descriptions of the noisome glue pots heating, the shellac, like a little bit of honey, sticking here, there and everywhere. Ruth Graham remembers that Berkeley continued to shellac pages—it was felt that this process made the dots clearer to the blind reader—long after other binderies had ceased to do so. “Most of us were against it,” she says, “but one or two of the older ones would not let us change.”


An alternate type of binding, still occasionally used, is a spiral coil in handmade covers. Pages may be removed easily, as from a loose leaf binder. This binder is used for study material, calendars, bulletins for local blind recreation centers, technical handbooks in need of amendment, local texts and works of literature.


The first five binders, Mrs. Beck, Mrs. Kimball, Mrs. Wells Hutchins, Mrs. Alfred Potbury and Mrs. Arthur Purdon, were all certified braillists. They worked two, sometimes three, days a week in the bindery from nine a.m. until four p.m., correct and formal in their Red Cross uniforms with pins and chevrons and austere hats.


With the advent of the Second World War, war-oriented activities at the Red Gross Chapter House made quarters extremely crowded, and it was decided to move the bindery. For a time it was upstairs over Tupper and Reed’s music shop on Shattuck; there is mention in 1942 of the bindery being at 2124 Center St.


At that time, 1941-1945, two classes in braille transcription were being taught by Mrs. Beck and Mrs. Kimball. One was given at the College Women’s Club, the other at the Women’s Athletic Club and the duration of study was five months. Approximately forty-five volunteers worked at transcribing and binding. The bindery proceeded so smoothly that assignments could now be accepted from other groups. Berkeley still had the only braille bindery west of St. Louis.


Daisy Beck mentioned in a press interview in 1942 that most of the transcribers were using a stylus and slate. Though there were a few “Writers” (mechanical predecessors of the Perkins Brailler), these were quite expensive for the time, costing $50.00.


1942 was also the year that the National Red Cross, because of war time pressures, stopped administering braille services and the Library of Congress took over the administration completely. Though the Berkeley Red Cross continued to house and support the Braille Division, this change-over did make some differences in local procedure. Prior to this time, it had been necessary for the local Chairman or her assistant to write a publisher for permission to reproduce any book. It was a routine formality and a refusal was unheard of until one day, Daphne Isenhour recalls, a cold, impersonal “No part of this book may be reproduced in any form” came from the publisher of, of all people, Pearl Buck. A direct query to Miss Buck brought a prompt and indignant reversal of that response. Once braille transcription came under the aegis of the Library of Congress, all such prerequisites were handled by it.


A major assignment in 1913 came from the New York Chapter of the Red Cross asking for the immediate—as immediate as brailling and binding by band could be—transcription of the Red Cross First Aid Handbook. This resulted in twenty volumes which were then "stereotyped" for mass use. There was also, during the 40's, a close connection with the State School for the Blind and many textbooks were transcribed for their use. Transcribing texts meant additional study for the volunteer braillists as the Textbook Braille Code differs in many particulars from, and is often much more complex than, Literary Braille.


There is mention for the first time during these years of an immense variety of books going through the Braille Division’s works: texts in French, German, Italian, and Spanish; seven volumes on Metaphysics for the University of California; the Boy Scout Handbook; radio scripts; a text on international law; fiction such as Louis Bromfield’s The Rains Came.


The Rains Came 1,450 braille pages, sixteen volumes, was transcribed by Dorothy (Mrs. Raymond S.) Fuller, for many years one of the most active local braillists. In eighteen years of transcribing, she completed more than two hundred volumes as well as working with her husband at the Lion’s Club Center for the Blind in Oakland.


Daisy Beck, the indefatigable Chairman, teacher and ardent leader of all the programs in the Division stayed through the war years, deciding to retire in 1946.


It was also in that year that Marie Ward, who had now been proofreading for the braillists for sixteen years, received her first guide dog from the School in San Rafael, a sleek German Shepherd named Honey. (To get her first two guide dogs, Miss Ward had had to travel to New Jersey.) Daisy Beck had been instrumental in finding Marie to fill that all-important position after she had been graduated from the California State School for the Blind. Marie now owned her own home on Oregon St. in Berkeley and, with Honey's guidance, was able to walk confidently to the Red Cross Braille Center. “I feel like a person now, a real individual, not something that somebody’s dragging along with them,” she said.


After Daisy Beck’s retirement, Grace (Mrs. Thomas) Loynahan became acting and then permanent Chairman of the Division in 1947. There were now twelve women working in the bindery; six of whom remained from the original group: Mrs.  John Kimball, Mrs. A. H. Potbury, Miss Julia Philbrick, Mrs. Stella Spaulding, Mrs. Arthur Purdon and Mrs. R. S. Fuller. There were thirty active braillists.


During the last years of the 40's, sane unusual requests came from outside the local area. In 1948, the Good Shepherd Mission, a school for Navajo children at Fort Defiance, Arizona, asked for and received a transcription of the Lord’s Prayer and Ritual of Baptism from the Book of Common Prayer. To Kano Blind School, Kano, North Nigeria, went “The Book of Numbers” brailled in an African dialect. A four-volume cookbook was sent to Australia and two volumes of geography and history to Jamaica. Miss Lloyd, a blind home service worker for the International Red Cross in Hawaii, received seventeen brailled volumes of pertinent information and references to use on her job.


In July of 1950, Edward J. Waterhouse, Manager of the Howe Press of the Perkins Institute, Watertown, Mass., came to Berkeley to demonstrate the very new Perkins Brailler, the Braille “typewriter” which eventually came to be used exclusively by transcribers for the Division. Though instruction continued with the stylus and slate into the late 1950’s, those who turned to the Perkins Brailler found it quite easy to master and an immense time-saver. Because the stylus had punched the dots and the Brailler embosses them, the transcribers did have to wipe the mirror-image of symbols out of their minds and remember NOT to reverse as they used the machine.


The Oakland Tribune on October 15, 1952, reported that the Braille Library at the Lion Club for the Blind at 3834 Opal St. now was able to lend over two hundred books “of every variety. Many volumes were transcribed through the braille program at the Berkeley Red Cross Chapter.”


Grace Loynahan, characterized in a Red Cross newsletter of the time as “cheerful, cooperative, hardworking and talented—adjectives adequately proven by press photos of her with her staff—retired as Chairman in 1954 and was followed by Eleanor (Mrs. R. H.) Henkle.


It is a revealing facet in the history of the Braille Division of Berkeley that there has never been lack of outstanding and dedicated leadership. Through this built-in quality control, each Chairman has found a worthy, stimulating successor. Profoundly diverse in personality, all have added new dimensions and sustained old strengths.


Eleanor Henkle, who became Chairman in January of 1954, had served during the war years as Chairman of the Berkeley Red Cross Craft Division of Grey Ladies at Oak Knoll and was a member of the Board of Directors. Her notable skill at delicate handwork served her well when after the war she became a transcriber.


Years of service were rewarded in February of '54. Mrs. L. H. Jacobs was the only person to receive the Twenty-year pin. Also in February, recognition of “untiring devotion and constant service” to the blind was made to Mr. and Mrs. Raymond Fuller in the form of a bronze plaque for eighteen years of service at the Lion’s Club Center for the Blind. In August, the Berkeley Red Cross Chapter lauded Estelle Kimball for twenty-six years of service—over 23,500 hours of volunteer effort in behalf of the blind.


In the fall of 1954, the course in transcription was extended to an eight-month study period to be taught by Peggy Wall and Lela Winegardner. There was an excellent attendance record that year: fifteen began; thirteen finished. The Library of Congress at that time demanded a sixty-five page trial manuscript to be submitted before certification.


A Berkeley optometrist, Dr. Hugh V. Brown, in 1955 began the development of a new Braille Duplicator in cooperation with Roy Hussman, local representative of the Addressograph-Multigraph Corporation. The multigrapher could be operated either by a sighted or a blind person hand-setting the type and inserting it on a drum. The machine was purchased in 1959 by Eleanor Henkle for the Braille Division through contributions of Bay Area service clubs and clubs belonging to the Federation of Women’s Clubs.


Two local braillists, Marion Edelatein and Carolyn Kahn, completed the transcription of Winston Churchill's Their Finest Hour in 1955 (sixteen volumes) for the Library of Congress and were greatly pleased by a letter from 10 Downing Street, Whitehall, conveying the Prime Minister’s interest in and appreciation of their work.


A novel feature of the United Crusade fund-raising drive in 1956 was a demonstration, repeated six times in Hink’s Department Store Kittredge St. window, of all the processes necessary for the completion of a braille volume. Fascinated crowds gathered on the sidewalk to watch Marie Ward with her guide dog, Honey, waiting patiently at her feet as she proofread brailled pages. Peggy Wall, Marguerite Keeler and Lela Winegardner demonstrated the details of brailling and binding while a recording broadcast an explanation of those procedures.


As there were far fewer demands from the Library of Congress during those years than there are currently, much more time was spent with local schools and with individual requests from blind students at all levels of their education. For several years during the late '50's, the Braille Service was closely allied with a special program for blind children attending Emerson School. Working with the principal and a resource teacher, the Division furnished supplementary material for classroom work—workbooks, pamphlets and story books, in addition to binding textbooks transcribed by the Albany transcribing group. Emerson had a very successful program of integrating blind children into the regular curriculum.


Edith (Mrs. Kurt) Vogel, certified in 1956, was an immediate asset to the Division. Fluent in French and German, she took on the task of transcribing language textbooks for the local schools as well as Flaubert’s Madame Bovary,  Baudelaire's Les Fleurs du Mal and works of literature by Mann, Proust and many others.


Transcribing classes flourished during those years. In ten years Grace Loynahan, Peggy Wall, Marian Edelstein, Lela Winegardner, Mrs. Lloyd Hawkinson, Ruth Graham and Mary Alice Neighbor all were instructors and for a time there were so many interested students that two classes were taught. Mrs. Hawkinson was in charge of a group at the Women’s Athletic Club which was affiliated with the Berkeley Red Cross Division until 1956. Eleanor Henkle took private braille students through those years, among them Marguerite Keeler who became the Nemeth Code (mathematics) expert.


After six strenuous and constructive years as Chairman of the Division, Eleanor Henkle decided in 1960 to relax a bit and step down to the Vice-Chairmanship. Harriet (Mrs. Julius) Hyman, formerly a volunteer with the Denver Chapter and certified in 1958, became the new leader. A press notice of the event states that the bindery was operating three days a week and producing the equivalent of one book a day, a tremendous output for a totally hand-crafted product.


1959 marked the 150th anniversary of the birth of Louis Braille and it was in that year that two conventions, one in Philadelphia and one in Vancouver, were held by the Joint Uniform Braille Committee and the AAIB-AAWB Braille Authority for the purpose of making certain revisions in the English Braille Code (American version). After years of study and consultation, it was felt that clarification and additional interpretations were necessary. English Braille—American Edition, 1959 was the new code adopted, published and issued to all certified transcribers in 1960.


There was some small grumbling among the transcribers in Berkeley when they were told that after they had familiarized themselves with the new code book they were to dig out their old Krebs Braille textbook and transcribe the famous—or infamous—"Dear Pearl" letter, a composition containing every conceivable pitfall in braille. Their transcriptions were then turned in to Lela Winegardner for possible corrections. Symbol- perfect they found they were not and there was much hasty reviewing of half-forgotten usages.


The Berkeley Gazette reported on June 3, 1961, that “a tea honoring recent braille transcribing graduates  … and recognizing volunteers for years of service was held at the Berkeley Chapter, American Red Cross … A twenty-year pin was given to Mrs. Amsbury for years spent as a Home Braillist. A ten-year pin was awarded to Mrs. Edward G. Devlin and Mmes. T. H. Palache, Kurt Vogel, Paul De Garmo and Kearce Fahy received five-year pins . . . Mrs. John H Kimball, Mrs. G. H. Amsbury and Mrs. Lloyd Isenhour, all veterans of the Service for more than twenty years, poured at the tea table.”


1962 marked Mrs. Wells Hutchins’ thirtieth year with the Braille Service and she was presented with a pin. In addition to their own work in that year, the group was able to bind ninety-nine volumes for outside agencies.


From 1961-1965, Marguerite Keeler, responsible for the brailling of many mathematical textbooks, taught classes to anyone interested in the mastery of the Nemeth Code for Mathematics.


Under the auspices of the State Department, Princess Ngarmchita Prem Purachatra of Thailand visited the local Red Cross Chapter in 1963 and was especially interested in the role of the volunteer as braillist. At the time of her visit, the entire Manual of Red Cross Service to Military Families was being transcribed for a blind case worker in Hawaii. When completed, it totaled thirty-two volumes.


Braille in Middle English? Of course!  After all, the intrepid braillists had worked with African dialects and in 1964 they completed the entire works of Chaucer in thirty-nine volumes for a student at the University of California.


At the Spring Tea that year, Dorothy Fuller received her thirty-year pin; Daphne Isenhour, twenty-five; Eleanor Henkle, twenty; Marion Edelstein and Mary Alice Neighbor, fifteen.


In 1965, a member of the Division, Mary De Garmo, with a college degree in Music, received one of the first certificates in Music Transcription to be issued by the Library of Congress, shortly after the program was instituted. For the Library of Congress that year she transcribed Mozart’s Concerto in A Major.


The account ledger for 1965 provides an interesting record of the great variety of material brailled and bound for various persons or institutions: The Story of the American Nation which amounted to 1,752 braille pages; menus brailled for the California School for the Blind; Aaron Copeland on Music; The Death of a Salesman for Berkeley High; A Glossary of Chaucer; French and math textbooks; The Complete Short Stories of Mark Twain for Garfield Junior High; Fronmi’s Sigmund Freud; Hello, Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle; Milton’s Areopagitica for the University of California. These are only a few of the more than four hundred volumes handled by the Service during that year.


Harriet Hyman, who is remembered by her colleagues as being a tremendously capable Chairman, excellent at liaison with the community and outside agencies, retired from her position in 1966 and was succeeded by Veronica Wooldridge. Alma Wahrhaftig was teaching the class in Braille and among the Spring graduates was Mildred Gagan.


During these years, special help was given to Bruce Breslauer, a blind student at University High who was especially interested in music and languages and in need of texts and books of literature not then in braille. Mary De Garmo had learned the Music Braille Code in order to assist him when he was a student at Garfield Junior High and wished to play in the school orchestra. The volunteers who had helped him were delighted when he was accepted at Oberlin College in 1967 and very proud when he was named to the Dean’s List both semesters of his Freshman year, 1967-68.


Where were then fifty-five active braillists, fifteen of whom began the commission of brailling the Social Security Handbook, difficult in that it involved complex tables and charts. This request came from the San Francisco Regional Office which employed eight blind people, one of them Beverly Gladden, a University of California graduate working at the Berkeley Social Security Office and performing the same duties as her sighted co-workers.


Adding a new aspect of independence for the blind, Ruth Graham brailled menus for the two restaurants, Art’s Buffet and Hy’s, near the Opal Street Blind Recreation Center.


When, in March of 1968, Veronica Wooldridge, who had been a creative and a well-liked chairman, a precise and rapid worker, retired, Bernice Davis took over her duties for a year until the Fall of 1969 when Mildred Gagan accepted the responsibilities.


There was a picture of Marie Ward walking in the sunshine with her new guide dog, Jane, in a September, 1969, issue of The Berkeley Gazette. Her German Shepherd, Honey, who had served her for twelve years, was replaced in 1958 by another Shepherd named Pandora, her guide for eleven years. Now, getting used to her first Golden Retriever, Marie at seventy-three said with her usual wry sense of humor, “Jane is a slow walker, but I must confess I’ve slowed down a little myself.”


An unusual assignment in 1969 came from the State School for the Blind; the designing of brailled swim charts which would enable blind students to record their own progress in classes. Coming to the aid of Sharon Stevensom, a blind social worker in the Alameda County Welfare Department, the Braille Division furnished her with an agency-wide telephone list, brailled a monthly news letter listing community resources available to her clients and any changes in Bureau regulations. She also received a supply of recipe cards prepared by the braillists.


1970 was an eventful year for the Braille Service in several respects. Mary De Garmo, a music supervisor in the public schools, an accomplished pianist, teacher and transcriber of Music Braille, wrote a book, an extremely important book: the Introduction to Braille Music Transcription. A teaching manual for the sighted, it had the distinction of being the first text on music transcription to be published by the Library of Congress. In her years of teaching the intricacies of music transcription, she had found no adequate source manual. “I felt that unless someone wrote such a book, it would be difficult to get any significant number of transcribers to attempt the work. From my own experience I knew there was a frustrating lack of resource material for sighted transcribers of music. The little that was obtainable was often hard to understand.”


On March 20, 1970, the Berkeley Gazette wrote concerning Mrs. De Garmo’s work, “Now being printed, the two-volume work will soon be available free of charge to transcribers of braille. Twenty-nine chapters of detailed text are illustrated by some eight hundred musical examples and their braille equivalents. Plans call for the publication of both a print and a braille edition and for a correspondence course to be offered in conjunction with the book. National distribution of Mrs. De Garmo’s book will make step-by-step instruction available to scores of music transcribers. This will make it far easier for the blind to get the music they need for study under sighted teachers, to play in orchestras, and to pursue vocal and instrumental careers.” The Triangle, journal of the International Music Honorary, Mu Phi Epsilon, praised it as “a comprehensive, step-by-step teaching manual  … simplifying and clarifying the subject.”


Mrs. De Garmo said simply, “When I learned that the Library of Congress was going to publish my book it was the most exciting day of my life.” Although she had had to give up teaching at the Red Cross so that she might complete her book, she was still transcribing for students and for the Library of Congress. Two of the original members of her Music Section, Mrs. Edith Bloom and Mrs. Bernice Henley, continued their work of brailling a series of State music textbooks for primary schools, as well as scores of vocal music. Master copies of all their transcriptions were requested by the Library of Congress. This was an outstanding group directed by Mrs. De Garmo, its accomplishments unique in the country.


The State Orientation Center for the Blind in Albany is equipped with two kitchens, one with an electric range, one with gas, enabling the blind adult students there to gain confidence in doing their own cooking when, after their practical training, they return to their own homes. At the request of the Center, the Berkeley Braille Division set transcribers at work on the Co-Op Low Cost Cook Book. This, in braille, filled four large loose leaf volumes, was completed by April of 1970 and immediately put to enthusiastic use.


A valuable aid in the teaching of braille to the sighted was developed through the cooperation of Pacific Telephone and Western Electric engineers. To quote from the Pacific Telephone Bulletin of June 15, 1970, “The Brailiter is composed of two units weighing a total of about thirty pounds. On the face of the Brailiter is a lamp display about six inches high and thirty-six inches long of ten braille cells. Each cell, as in typed braille, is a six-dot, or light, oblong that is three lights high and two lights wide. This allows any word of no more than ten letters to be displayed in lighted lamps, corresponding to the raised dots on paper. … The keyboard unit, composed of six keys, is used to set each cell displayed.” The Brailiter project was a volunteer undertaking of the Telephone Pioneers and took more than two hundred fifty volunteer hours to complete. “Rip Long, retired Western Electric Installation supervisor, assembled the Brailiter components and Joe Manildi, retired Traffic Statistics supervisor, did the cabinet work.  …  The East Bay Council of Telephone Pioneers lent the Brailiter to the Berkeley Chapter of the Red Cross for use in their braille program. … Accepting on behalf of the Berkeley Red Cross were Mrs. Veronica Wooldridge, member of the board of directors; Mrs. Mildred Gagan, program Chairman, Braille Department; and Mrs. Marion McConnell, Chairman of Volunteers.”


Another rather unusual request that year also came from the Albany Orientation Center. Mrs. Grace Rodriguez, the Physical Education instructor, offered a very popular course in square dancing to the students. A decided impediment was the fact that no teaching manual existed in braille. She had had to depend entirely on her memory, teaching dances she already knew or those which ere explained to her and that she memorized. In August, Ruth (Mrs. Delbert) Hansen and Caroline (Mrs. George) Hottle completed the intricate translation of Modern Square Dancing by Patricia Phillips and Dick Leger, into braille. Ruth Hansen had the pleasure of delivering the four large volumes in loose-leaf binders to the Center and accepting the appreciation of Mrs. Rodriguez.


Margaret Stone taught the eight-month braille course to Lun Ballou, Margaret Benedict, Mary Adele Tilden and Florence Wood, who were honored in the Spring of 1970. Manic Ward, still faithfully proofreading after forty years, received the rare pin commemorating the occasion.


Recipient of the prestigious International Humanity Service Award of the American Overseas Association in June of 1971 was Mary De Garmo, thus honored for her book, Introduction to Music Transcription. There was a banquet at the Palace Hotel in San Francisco and Bruce Breslauer, now a Senior at Oberlin, provided the music, a particularly appropriate touch as he had been Mrs. De Garmo’s first blind student.


The criteria of the A.O.A. award read in part: “The international Humanity Award is given to honor human kindness, benevolence, and self-sacrifice, rather than service to the political, scientific or educational fields, although these fields may be of secondary importance. This service, however, for which the award is recommended must be over arid above the call of duty.”


It has always been necessary to remind the public from time to time of the work being done at the Braille Division. Brailling and binding are quiet, certainly not flamboyant, pursuits; therefore all chairmen have been concerned about good press coverage of new transcribing classes and of the constant need for more workers in the bindery. A typical and eloquent plea was issued to the Berkeley Gazette in the Fall of 1971 by Chairman Mildred Gagan. The article announced a new course in braille transcription and quoted Mrs. Gagan, “Blind students, teachers and professional people look to Red Cross braille volunteers to provide them with the special educational and vocational materials they need. We have had to turn down many requests recently because we don't have enough volunteers to take care of the work. One of our great thrills is to see a blind person we have been helping make it on is own. Recently, a young man we began transcribing for when he was a student at UC got his first position as a high school English teacher in Santa Rosa. I don’t know who was the happiest, he or our volunteers.”


In the Fall of 1971, Edith Dimmler, who had distinguished herself by receiving a score of one hundred on her trial manuscript, became the new braille instructor.


In 1972, one hundred sixty-eight volumes were brailled and hand-bound by the local Chapter and an immense commission was begun. Ten braillists started work on the transcription of the Works of Flavius Josephus a historian of the first century A. D. Finally finished and sent to the Library of Congress in May of 1973, the Works comprised in braille fifty-eight volumes with a total of 5,011 pages.


The Lawrence Hall of Science asked for help in 1973 with a new program, Adapting Science Material for the Blind. Working with their Field Coordinator, Mrs. Richard Cooper, several braillists helped develop a student manual and a teachers’ guide which would enable blind children in the elementary grades to participate with their sighted peers in activity-oriented science curricula.


Another innovative project requested by the Library of Congress the production of story books for very young children. The texts were brailled on plastic strips and superimposed over printed words so that a blind mother could read to her child or a sighted parent could help a blind child learn braille.


Because of illness, Marie Ward was forced to retire from her proofreading duties in 1974 and was greatly missed, not only for her special and constant proficiency but also for her witty social contributions as she sat at the bindery luncheon table each week. Marie was succeeded by Ray Bowers, also a graduate of the California School for the Blind. He is aided occasionally by Melva Block.


By 1974 it was becoming evident that hand-binding would have to be phased out in the near future. A heat-vacuum process had been developed which permitted a master copy of a braille page to be duplicated many times. Called a Thermoform, this machine reproduces the braille on a thin, pliable sheet of plastic. By 1975, The Library of Congress had decided to use this method of reproduction with four copies made from each master. This meant that there would have to be drastic changes in the binding process. Exquisitely hand-crafted as the finished product was, its fabrication was far too time-consuming when an entire braille volume could be duplicated in about half an hour. In addition, there was the difficulty of trying to hand-sew through the fragile plastic pages. Mildred Gagan began intensive research into mechanized binding systems which might be adapted easily to the peculiar nature of brailled volumes. In 1975, the bindery was able to purchase a Thermoform with special funds from a grant, and Mrs. Gagan found binding happiness almost in her own backyard—in Sunnyvale, a company called Velo-Bind which manufactures two compact machines for binding and casing. Though company representatives were not familiar with the special requirements of braille, they were cooperative and, of course, interested in this possible new use for their product; therefore they were willing to make modifications if they should prove necessary.


The Velo-Bind Blinder has two functions. It first punches holes on one edge of the paper. The next step, still done by hand, is the insertion of a plastic “comb” through the holes. Plastic “spacers”, thin strips punctured to correspond with the teeth in the comb, are placed every few pages (replacing the signature-stitching step of the hand-binding process). When a volume has been so united, it is returned to the Binder where a hot-knife system cuts off the protruding teeth of the comb and seals the spine of the volume.


The second machine, a Caser, replaces the old insertion step in hand-binding. Basically, it functions as extra pairs of hands, first holding flat the hard cover as the bound volume is dropped onto the adhesive inside of the spine, and then gripping the sides of the spine as the end papers, self-glued, are secured into the casing. The Binder operates electrically, the Caser, manually. Binder is capable of punching 20,000 sheets in an hour and, before its entry into the braille world, had been used mostly to bind office documents such as briefs, sales presentations and company reports. The Caser win case a book from 1/4 inch to three inches thick, up to fourteen and a half inches high in less than a minute.


“Speed and efficiency are its trademarks”, say the manufacturers of their system, and ideally, that is true. Unfortunately, the same qualities are not constant in human beings, particularly when they are learning to substitute a new skill for an old. Many were the cries of frustration and disgust as the bindery workers attempted to adjust to the New Way. An early difficulty lay in deciding on the number of spacers needed for varying numbers of pages and cover sizes. Spine widths were determined for the two sizes of covers used, and a table giving spacer requirements by numbers of pages was gradually worked out.


When Robert Kost, head of production at the Division for the Blind and Physically Handicapped at the Library of Congress, saw the results of Mildred Gagan’s painstaking investigation, he was greatly impressed and approved use of the new method in the Library program. The binding equipment at Berkeley was purchased with funds from a legacy from Mrs. Clarence Bullwinkel.


The drop-out rate for braille transcribing classes has usually averaged about thirty-five percent. (Students sometimes find brailling much more time-consuming than they had assumed, even though they have been forewarned.) The Class of l975 confounded this statistic by beginning in the Fall with eleven students, nine of whom finished the course, an un-usually low attrition rate.


In 1976, the Service was asked by a ranger in Tilden Park to provide brailled labels for the Nature Section and a plaque was placed in the Park, crediting the Red Cross. Brailled labels for elevators and restrooms were provided for the Leamington Hotel in Oakland for a convention of the blind.


In 1976-1977, fifty-two books comprising 275 volumes were brailled and 1,028 volumes were bound. In 1977, Bill Dale volunteered to operate the Thermoform and quickly became proficient in speeding the copying operation. In the Fall of 1977, Robert Kost came from Washington to see for himself the new binding system, some phases of it still in an experimental stage. Meeting with Mr. Kost, Mildred Gagan and Margaret Benedict was a representative of the Velo-Bind Company for the purpose of incorporating improvements into the binding process.


A great thrill for the Berkeley Braille Bindery the following summer was being chosen as one of the representative profiles of the American Red Cross. The volunteers were filmed at work for a documentary movie to be shown at the World Red Cross Field Day observance to be held in Geneva in May of 1978.


On July 1, 1977, Mildred Gagan, one of the most innovative chairmen the division has ever known, retired after eight years of service. She continues to serve in the brailling and binding operations as Assistant Chairman and as an unofficial mentor of calmness and sagacity in any emergency. Margaret Benedict, a Life Member of the Telephone Pioneers, who had been certified in 1970 and knew all the procedures of the bindery intimately, became the new Braille Chairman.


At the Service Tea, November 29, 1977, Berkeley and West Contra Costa Chapters of the American Red Cross honored volunteers and united to become The Berkeley-West Contra Costa Chapter. Mildred Gagan received the Clara Barton Award for long and faithful service as Braille Chairman and for outstanding efforts in implementing mechanized binding procedures in the Braille Bindery. Eight braillists received service awards: Marion Edelstein and Lela Winegardner for thirty years of service; Eleanor MeLeod and Alma Wahrhaftig for twenty; Ella Beardsley for fifteen; Ruth Hansen for ten; and Harriet Kartozian and Akiko Owen for five.


At the present time (May, 1978), there are twenty-eight active braillists, nine of whom work in the bindery which operates three, sometimes four, mornings a week. The mechanized binding proccesses run smoothly and an average of twenty-two bound volumes are sent off to Washington each week. The braillists continue their assignments, some of them standard, some of them unprecedented. Betty Wondra and Nikki Cimino divided the lengthy (twenty-eight volumes) Shogun each brailling half. Lucy Garcia has completed the transcription of Goren’s book on Contract Bridge for the personal use of the Chief Counsel of the State Water Board. Braillists have also transcribed many new bills and code changes for him. Shirley Bowie is at work on Talk to the Deaf a manual for teaching sign language to the blind to be used at the Peralta College of Non-Traditional Studies. One braillist wrote a pamphlet for the State School for the Blind explaining Haiku and containing examples of that poetry written in the traditional style but with descriptions based on the four senses other than sight.


In Oakland’s Lakeside Park is an Herb and Fragrance Garden, a collection of herbs and other plants which may be enjoyed and identified by their aroma, taste and texture. Brailled and printed labels are on the tops of the railings in front of each planting, and Nikki Cimino has brailled a leaflet which describes the plants and lists them by both their common and botanical names.


With the passage of State Assembly Bill #201, implementing equal rights and facilities for the handicapped, the Service receives many more requests for brailled labels for public facilities. The YMCA needed to have its questionnaire on swimming for the handicapped in braille. The University Career Planning and Placement Center asked for a transcription of resume writing suggestions.


Mary Jane Owen, the Disability Project Coordinator at Mills College, whom the Braille Division has assisted in the past, was Coordinator of meetings on museum experience for the handicapped. These were held in Los Angeles in April, 1978, in conjunction with the Western Association of Art Museums and the Braille Service furnished a transcription of the Convention program.


Because of the proliferation of computers, the Braille Division is frequently asked how soon the human transcriber will be phased out. Have we acquired sophisticated binding equipment only to learn that in the near future all material for tactile reading can be programmed, that the braillist fingers will be obsolete? At the present time, authorities are in agreement that hand-brailling will continue to be a vital skill. There are too many variables in braille for a total change to mechanization. There are so many requests for material of great import to an individual or a small group but too esoteric to be mass-produced.


The Library of Congress has been field-testing a braille-writing machine developed in France which received input on audio-tape and can provide audio or braille output or a combination of the two. While the machine has many advantages (good master copy at low cost, for one) it also has limitations, as has the Kurzweil Reading Machine which translates print into synthesized speech. Tapes and synthesized speech are, of course, no help to the deaf. Neither machine is able to cope adequately with unusual format and the cost for limited production is prohibitive.


It seems unlikely that the Perkins Brailler will soon go into retirement to become a neighbor of the stylus, slate and board resting on the high shelf in the braille bindery. With its accustomed vigor and its roster of dedicated volunteers, the Berkeley Braille Division begins its second fifty years.

ADDENDUM


After this history was completed, Paula Sobotker told about still another Braille class which was taught during the Second World War. Held at the Adult Home for the Blind on Telegraph Avenue, it was administered by Mrs. Carl Whitehouse and Mrs. King, a blind resident of the Home who had a small cottage on its grounds. Using stylus and slate, the students were taught Braille Grade 1-1/2 although that grade had ceased to be the official one in 1932. (Braille Grade 1-1/2 employed only forty-four one-cell and had been the official United States Code from 1918 until 1932.)


Paula Sobotker and Blanche Blacow were the students and, after their certification, they worked for the Berkeley Red Cross. Grace Loynahan, Braille Division Chairman at that time, delivered work to them and collected their finished transcripts. Paula remembers transcribing short stories for her trial manuscript which were later completed and sent to the leper colony on Molokai. Also to the leper colony went recipes and novels. Other assignments were for blind readers in Appalachia, for local schools and for the California State Library.
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CHAIRMEN

Daisy Beck; 1928-1946

Grace Loynahan; Dec., 1946-l954

Eleanor Henkle; Jan., 1954-1960

Harriet Hyman; Jan., 1960-March, 1966

Veronica Wooldridge; March, 1966-1968

Bernice Davis; 1969

Mildred Gagan; Sept., 1969-July, 1977

Margaret Benedict; July, 1977-

INSTRUCTORS

Daisy Beck; 1928-1946

Estelle Kimball; 1930-1945

Dorothy Fuller; 1945-1947

Grace Loynahan; 1946-1953

Peggy Wall; 1953-1957

Marion Edelstein; 1957

Lela Winegardner; 1953-1958

Mrs. Lloyd Hawkinson; (at Women’s Athletic Club) 1953-1956

Ruth Graham; 1956-1958

Mary Alice Neighbor; 1958-1959

Dorothy Kaye; 1960-1965; 1970-1971

Helen Richards; 1961

Marguerite Keeler; Math., 1961-1962

Alma Wahrhaftig; 1964-1968

Mary De Garmo; Music, 1965-1968

Margaret Stone; 1969-1970

Edith Dimmler; 1971-1978

Lucy Garcia; Sept. 1978-



