
1 

Women’s Policy Forum’s 30th Anniversary, March 2, 2017  

remarks by Deb Abernathy 

 

Thank you, Louise and Margaret, for inviting me to be here this evening. 

It’s hard to believe it’s been 30 years since the Forum was founded.   

 

When Louise and I were talking recently about how I became involved with the Women’s Policy 

Forum, I reminded her that it began when I went to work for the Anne Burnett and Charles 

Tandy Foundation.  I’m going to share this bit of my history in order to lead you to my 

friendship and mentorship with Karen Perkins and the formation of the Women’s Policy Forum.  

I do want to be clear you know that Karen and Peg were the founders of the Forum, I was not, I 

just did all the paperwork!    And I can’t recall what caused Karen and Peg to want to do this, 

but Louise knows why.  But that is her story to tell.  And speaking of Louise, I thought I’d add 

that I’ve been a legal secretary for her husband, Gordon Appleman,  the last 21 years.  And at the 

time I was with the Burnett Tandy Foundation, Gordon was their counsel. 

 

In January, 1984, the Burnett-Tandy Foundation (now know as the Burnett Foundation) officially 

opened it’s philanthropic doors for business.  The Board had hired Tom Beech to be its 

Executive Vice President and Tom had hired me to be his executive assistant.  He and Carol and 

their boys had relocated from Minneapolis and I had recently moved back home after working in 

the San Francisco Bay Area for five years.   
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As Tom acquainted himself with the civic and charitable life of Fort Worth that first year and we 

became more familiar with the movers and shakers of Fort Worth, we both discovered that the 

places we had recently come from were much more progressive than what we found here in Fort 

Worth.  Opportunities for women and minorities in the workplace and in leadership roles were 

considerably lacking, safe to say at least a decade behind the times.  I do recall at that time men 

(in Fort Worth, certainly not in California!) still referred to women as “girls” the same way a 

man might say, “hey, boy, go fetch me my car.”  Even sexist and racial jokes were still 

somewhat acceptable.  I might affectionately say to a friend or niece “Hey, girl, how are ya?” but 

it’s an endearment said amongst friends.  And it was time for men to start referring to women as 

women, not girls.  Women didn’t want to be called girls, especially not in the workforce.  And 

we started letting that be known. 

 

A year or so later, when Tom and I were still talking about these matters, he saw my frustration 

regarding the way women and minorities were either overlooked or seldom considered to join the 

ranks of what I referred to as the good ol’ boy/white men’s network.  Sure, women such as 

Louise or Karen held leadership roles in non-profit, charitable organizations, etc. but there 

weren’t that many Jayne Lipes, Katie Sherrods, or Bob Ray Sanders around with a position and 

voice in the business world or government, or at least compared to other parts of the country. 

 

So, Tom, having met Karen Perkins by then, suggested I call her and see if I could volunteer at 

the Women’s Center, as a way to channel my frustration in a positive way.  Great idea, Tom!  

That was the beginning of a wonderful 3-year mentorship with Karen.  I had worked in human 

resources and office management the five years I was in California, so she suggested I could use 
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that experience to put on a series of 1-2 hour seminars for the women coming to the Center to 

learn how to interview for a job (at that time, the Center was in that small office building on 

Lake St at Lancaster, on the 2nd floor).   

 
Another volunteer (whose name I can’t recall), and I put together a class and did this over a 

period of months.  Along with my time, the Foundation paid for all the photocopying of handout 

materials given to those who attended.  Karen and I would meet now and then for lunch at Peg 

Knapp’s Public House and discuss current local goings-on, that’s how I met Peg.   

 

In 1986, I participated in Leadership Fort Worth.  At the time, Leadership classmates could 

chose from a handful of topics such as local economic development, mass transportation, 

healthcare, etc. on which to research and present to our classmates the last several months of our 

term.  Those topics didn’t ring my bell.  I was still focused on the women’s/minorities elephant-

in-the-room and after talking with other classmates about this possibility and saw their interest, I 

talked to Tiny Batts about it.  She said if we could get a team with X amount of participants, 

she’d approve it.  And so it was.   

 

I immediately went to Karen to share this with her since she has the talent to see the whole 

picture in a certain matter and, in our brainstorming, she was the one who came up with the 

perfect title of my group’s presentation and she helped me fine tune the focus of our topic and 

suggested the format, a panel discussion with a moderator. We called it: Women, Minorities, and 

Community Organizations and Their Leadership Initiatives.  What a perfect word, Initiatives.  

We didn’t want to sound like a bunch of angry, yelling women and minorities tired of being 
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ignored, but rather use this as an opportunity to have a frank two-way discussion with the leaders 

of Downtown Fort Worth regarding leadership diversity.   

 

We assembled a diverse panel of 7 or 8 well known, highly regarded civic leaders (John 

Stevenson from the Bass companies, Karen Perkins, Katie Sherrod, Erma Johnson, and a leader 

or two from the various chambers of commerce in Fort Worth, and a few other movers and 

shakers I can’t remember off hand.  Bob Ray Sanders moderated the panel.  It was so well 

received and informative for everyone in the class as well as our guests on the panel, that Tiny 

invited our group back the next year to do a guest presentation to the new LFW class.    

 

After I completed Leadership Fort Worth, I learned that Karen and Peg had been brewing some 

thing on the side and they wanted to know if I’d be willing to administer it.  Besides my interest 

in wanting to be involved in whatever shenanigans Karen was up to that might advance women’s 

opportunities, she also knew I had the time and skill to administer their new venture (this 

Women’s Policy Forum) and I felt sure Tom would agree on behalf of the Foundation to donate 

my time and in-kind services of photocopying and postage mailings to get the word out.   

 

Remember, it’s 1987 and we didn’t have email, we barely had desktop PCs.  We did all our 

communicating by phone or the U. S. mail!  Social media didn’t exist.   Karen, Peg, and I had a 

few meetings at the Public House where Louise and, I think Katie and Jayne Lipe and maybe a 

few others fine-tuned the Forum’s mission, and once it was agreed upon, Karen gave me the 

North Central Texas Council for Government directory and, along with the addresses the 

Foundation had of local women movers and shakers, I created a mailing list/directory.  I think we 
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might have first mailed out an initial announcement telling these women about the Forum, 

explaining its purpose and to expect future invitations.  A few weeks before each meeting, I 

mailed out an invitation flyer to, I think it was, 150-200 women throughout Tarrant County.  I 

think it was that many.  I know we cast a wide net.  I remember that our first luncheon was in a 

building or meeting room adjacent to Billy Miners in Sundance Square.   And we had a big 

enough turnout to call it successful and to be encouraged.   

 

So, that is how Karen and Peg co-founded the Forum and I ended up being its secretary.  I think I 

oversaw the first 3 or 4 luncheons, maybe more.  I do believe by the time I left the Foundation in 

1988 to work outside of downtown Fort Worth where I no longer had the time to volunteer, our 

initial platform had been established and it was easy enough for Karen to pass on  to someone 

else to administer.   

 

In closing, let me say I was so hoping Karen could be here today.  I haven’t seen her since I left 

the Foundation 30 years ago, I could listen to her talk for hours.  Some might forget that before 

Karen was the director of the Women’s Center, she had been a English professor at TWU, so you 

know she had a lot to say.  And, I was sorry to read years ago that Peg had died.  I was only 

around Peg 4 or 5 times, but it was enough to determine her value, knowledge, and convictions, 

and no doubt both Karen and Peg are great examples of exceptional women.  They didn’t bang 

drums to be heard, but quietly went about doing what they could to open doors of opportunity for 

all women.   

 
We all heard Mitch McConnell recently profess  “Nevertheless, she persisted.”   

Of course, women persisted.  We have since the beginning of time, and always will. 
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So, thank you all for honoring Karen’s and Peg’s efforts by being persistent.   

 

We must continue to be persistent.   

And, mentoring is one of the best ways to pay it forward, as Karen did for me.   

 

My best wishes for the Forum’s next 30 years. 

 

Deb Abernathy 


