Those amazing members

John
Stenger:
Green
Activist
with Union
Training
DSEA is proud of retired
teacher John Stenger,
who, 40 years ago,
saved the Henlopen
Dunes and Warner Land
Grant land around the
Lewes Canal.
By Joel F. Glazier

A

t age 83, retired teacher
John Stenger of Milton was
recently highlighted in the
series, “25 Who Matter” in the News
Journal newspaper. That story
focused on his role in the preservation of the Cape Henlopen ecosystem
and Great Dune. However, some of
his passion and activism was bred in
education and union advocacy.
After serving with the post-WW II
Allied Occupation Force in Japan,
Stegner returned home to
Clarksburg, West Virginia and
worked on the family farm. At a
local bar, a union organizer for local
coal miners approached Stegner asking why he was not a union member.
“I work for my father on our dairy
farm…Am I going to negotiate
against him?” he remembers bellowing. To show solidarity, however,
Stenger put out $25 and became a
member of the AFL/CIO Mine
Workers. Years later during his
career as a teacher in Delaware, former Laurel Education Association
President Claudia Hughes heard this
story and gave him an NEA United
Mind Workers button, which Stenger
is still proud to wear.

Activist, joiner, protester
While in college, Stenger found
work as a glasscutter and dutifully
joined the Glazier’s Union. He
remembers seeing workers on strike
fighting for the right to negotiate for
raises on strike.
Stenger’s first teaching job was in
his own former school. He grew frus-
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In the 60’s an early 70’s, Delaware attracted much of its teaching force from nearby
states because of its competitive salaries. Untold generations in Delaware will benefit
from John Stenger’s union and environmental advocacy. Stenger hails from West
Virginia.
trated at teacher’s association meetings in West Virginia, however. “I’d
make a motion to have paid hospitalization as a legislative goal. I would
never get a second to my motion.
Teachers believed they would never
get such a benefit. So I chartered an
AFL/CIO local teacher’s union. I
resigned to come to Delaware to double my $2,700 salary. But the
Association here in Delaware was
too weak in my eyes, too!”
“Delaware was a great place to elevate the salary scale,” Stegner
admits, adding, “And I took excellent
geology and biology courses at the
University of Delaware.”

Raising hell to remove
administrators from DSEA
His teaching career in Delaware
began at Lewes Junior-Senior High
School. He was angry that administrators were part of the teacher’s
bargaining unit, so he also joined
the American Federation of
Teachers in Delaware. “At countywide Association meetings no one
would second my motion to remove
administrators from membership
until Mr. Denver Parker (father of
Estelle Selby) did, so the idea could
be discussed. I’ll always remember
him for that. In 1973 the DSEA Rep
Assembly finally voted to kick them
out of the organization.”
Stenger laughs, “In West Virginia,
I raised all kinds of crops. In

Delaware I only seemed to be able to
raise hell.” Stegner served as president of the Cape Henlopen
Education Association from 19771980.
By threatening to resign, Stegner
helped change his local Lion’s Club
“common practice” of denying membership to Rehoboth elementary
principal, Fred Thomas, due to his
race. He remembers that irony,
“Thomas did become a member of
Lion’s but I then voted to kick him
out of The Association since he was
an administrator.”
Stegner took on his NEA colleagues for crossing a nearby picket
line at the 1971 Rep Assembly in
Detroit (where he received an
Environmental Education Award
from American Motors Co.) He individually introduced resolutions at
such annual meetings for NEA to
utilize solar heat panels in their own
and all government buildings.
Former NEA Executive Committee
Member and Past DSEA President
Jim Testerman describes Stegner,
“As always being ‘green’ and in tune
with environmental issues long
before it was popular.”

With students, saves the
Henlopen Dunes
Working as a Cape Henlopen High
School science teacher and naturalist at Cape Henlopen State Park in

April 1970, Stenger learned the
Army was readying to bulldoze the
Cape’s 70-foot high dunes to develop
the area as military vacation property.
“I went over and confronted my old
7th Calvary Regiment of the 1st
Calvary Division, the same outfit
with whom I served in Japan! I
called Governor Peterson’s office
and asked, ‘Do I have to lay down in
front of the bulldozer to save the
dunes?’ His daughters Cathy and
Nancy needled him to live up to his
convictions.
The next day some of his high
school students went over to the
dunes and Stenger felt he had to join
them. “I went to warn the kids they
might end up in jail and reminded
them to call their parents and the
newspaper. No one back then verified if the kids had their parents’
permission to be out of school,”
Stenger laughs, “but yes, I did help
to block the Army bulldozers.” The
dunes and nearby ecosystem were
saved.

Warner Land Grant should
be mandatory curriculum
He is most proud of helping initiate the legal effort that forced the
State of Delaware, Sussex County
and City of Lewes to comply with
The Warner Land Grant of 1682. A
designated area near the Lewes
Canal was to be kept free from developers for the people of Sussex
County. “Attorney Bill Chasanov, in
my opinion, was the legal genius
who worked with so many of us that
led the Court of Chancery in 1982 to
declare over 3,000 acres off-limits to
development,” Stegner is happy to
explain. He feels that learning about
the Warner Land Grant and its
terms should be required for all
Sussex County students.
In retirement, Stegner and wife
Patricia, a former school nurse,
enjoy organizing the watercolors of
natural scenes he continues to paint.
He does not like seeing dune-buggy
tracks on the sands of Cape
Henlopen State Park. However, the 80
foot high dune of Henlopen and surrounding Warner Land Grant woodlands, marshland and natural area
are there for the all to enjoy thanks
in part to the efforts of the teacher
union activist who blocked their
destruction beginning on the first
Earth Day in April 1970.

Joel Glazier, DSEA-Retired, is a frequent contributor to ACTION!
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