CHEMICAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION

GREGORY COOKE

RESOURCES FOR EDUCATION AND ACTION FOR COMMUNITY HEALTH
IN AMBLER (REACH Ambler)

Transcript of an Interview
Conducted by
Lee Sullivan Berry
at
Chemical Heritage Foundation
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
on
13 August 2014
(With Subsequent Corrections and Additions)

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

This oral history was conducted as part of a joint project of the Chemical Heritage Foundation
and the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine. This project was supported by the
Office of the Director, National Institutes of Health under Award Number R25OD010521-01.

This interview has been designated as Free Access.

Please note: Users citing this interview for purposes of publication are obliged under the terms
of the Chemical Heritage Foundation (CHF) Center for Oral History to credit CHF using the
format below:
Gregory Cooke, interview by Lee Sullivan Berry at Chemical Heritage
Foundation, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 13 August 2014 (Philadelphia: Chemical
Heritage Foundation, Oral History Transcript # 0813).

Chemical Heritage Foundation
Center for Oral History
315 Chestnut Street
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19106

The Chemical Heritage Foundation (CHF) serves the community of the chemical and molecular
sciences, and the wider public, by treasuring the past, educating the present, and inspiring the
future. CHF maintains a world-class collection of materials that document the history and
heritage of the chemical and molecular sciences, technologies, and industries; encourages
research in CHF collections; and carries out a program of outreach and interpretation in order to
advance an understanding of the role of the chemical and molecular sciences, technologies, and
industries in shaping society.

IRB Approved
From: 05/06/2013
To: 05/05/2014

THE CHEMICAL HERlTAGE FOUNDATION
Center for Oral History

Title of the Research Study: Resources for Education and Action for Community Health in Ambler
Protocol Number: 817669
Principal Investigator: (name, address, phone and email) Frances K. Barg, PhD, Anatomy Chemistry 141-2,
2 15-746-1830, fran.barg@uphs.upenn.edu
Co-investigator: (nnme, address, phone and email): Jody Roberts, PhD, Chemical Heritage Foundation-315
Chestnut Street, Philadelphia, PA, 215-873-8281, jroberts@chemheritage.org
Emergency Contact: (name, address, phone and email): Frances K. Barg, PhD, Anatomy Chemistry 141-2,215746-1830, fran.b~rg@uphs.upenn.edu
FINAL RELEASE FORM
Th.is document contains my understanding and agreement with the Chemical Heritage Foundation with respect to
my participation in the audio- and/or video-recorded interview concluded by Lee B erry on 13 August 2014. I have
read the transcript supplied by the Chemical Heritage Foundation.
1.

The recordings, transcripts, photographs, research materials, and memorabilia {collectively called the
"Work") will be maintained by the Chemical Heritage Foundation and made available in accordance with
general policies for research and other scholarly purposes.

2.

By signing this document, you will grant, assign, and transfer to the Chemical Heritage Foundation all
right, title, and interest in the Work, including the literary rights and the copyright. Participants retain the
right to copy, use, and publish the Work in part or in full until their death.

3.

Tbe manuscript may be read and the recording(s) heard/viewed by scholars approved by the Chemical
Heritage Foundation unless restrictions are placed on the transcript as listed below.

By signing this document, you are agreeing that this cons~ your entire and ~pi t~u
(Signature)

~\)vtL""-"

'\,.\

Gregory Cooke
(Date)

------"--=I\J::. . . ;D><..'>. J.---'C. .:. I --1
1~-- .,,. _-~==-+-==-O__ . I_Y_
_.

OPTIONAL: If you wish to place the following restrictions on the use of your interview, please indicate below:

Regardless of any restrictions that may be placed on the transcript of the interview, the Chemical Heritage
Foundation retains the rights to all materials generated about your oral history interview, including the title page,
abstract, table of contents, chronology, index, etcetera (collectively called the " Front Matter and Index"), all of
which will be made available on the Chemical Heritage Foundation' s website. Should the Chemical Heritage
Foundation wish to post to the Internet the content of the oral h.istory interview, that is, direct quotations, audio
clips, video clips, or other material from the oral history recordings or the transcription of the recordings, the
Chemical Heritage Foundation will be bound by the restrictions for use placed on the Work as detailed above.
Should the Chemical Heritage Foundation wish to post to the Internet the entire oral history interview during your
.lifetime, you will have the opportunity to permit or deny this posting.
The Chemical Heritage Foundation will enforce my wishes until the time of my death, when any restrictions will be
removed. .

ABSTRACT
Gregory Cooke grew up in West Ambler, Pennsylvania, one of three children of a single
mother. His childhood community was all black. He attended the local public schools and liked
to swim in the creek, bike, fish, and hunt with his grandfather. After eight years as chaplain’s
assistant in the U.S. Army, Cooke moved back to nearby North Hills, Pennsylvania, with his
wife and young son. After he and his wife divorced Cooke lived in Ambler with his
grandparents for seven years. During that time he worked as a heat treater, but he also obtained
a social work degree from Villanova University and began his practice in Philadelphia Senior
Center.
Cooke and his sister, Sharon Cooke Vargas, opened a tea shop in Ambler, and there
Cooke met Edward Emmett, who hired Cooke to interview residents of Ambler for the REACH
pilot program. He helped interview seventy or eighty residents; most had lived near and played
on the huge piles of waste without awareness of or concern about asbestos’s dangers, though
some had contracted asbestosis. Cooke’s own grandfather died of mesothelioma, and Cooke and
his fellow descendants received settlements from a class action lawsuit.
Today Ambler is “up and coming,” says Cooke; businesses may appear one year and
disappear the next, but then another new place appears. Demographics are changing. Cooke
thinks that the Environmental Protection Agency is taking too long to clean up the hazard and is
not good at communicating with Ambler’s citizens. He would like to have all the waste
removed, not just capped, despite the many years of inconvenience that would cause, and would
like a recreation area on the remediated site. He has left the REACH project and is currently
working with Lisa Jacobs and Frances Barg on a University of Pennsylvania project studying
the health of Ambler’s residents.

INTERVIEWER
Lee Sullivan Berry earned a master’s degree in medieval studies from the University of
Notre Dame, and a bachelor of arts degree in religious studies from the University of
Pennsylvania. As a staff member in the Center for Oral History, Berry conducts background
research and oral-history interviews, edits transcripts of completed interviews, and coordinates
with interviewers and interviewees to finalize transcripts. She was the lead interviewer for the
REACH Ambler project and has presented her work at meetings of the American Society for
Environmental History and Oral History in the Mid-Atlantic Region.
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