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How Industrial Unionism Was Won:

THE GREAT

FLINT SIT-DOWN STRIKE
AGAINST GM 1936-37

by Walter Linder

Tle foreman paced slowly past his workmen,
his eyes darting in and out of the machines,
rager for any betraying gesture, He heard no
word, and he saw no gesture, The hands flashed,
the backs bent, the arms reached out in monoto~
nous perfection, The foreman went back to his
little desk and sat squirming on the smooth~
seated swivel chair, He felt profoundly disturbed,
Something, he knew, was coming off, But what?
For God’s sake, what?

It was 1.57 A.M., January 29, 1936,

The tirebuilders worked in smooth frenzy,
sweat around their necks, under their arms, The
belt clattered, the insufferable racket and din and
monotonous clash and uproar went on in steady
rhythm, The clock on the south wall, a big plain
cloek, hesitated; its minute hand jumped to two,
A tirebuilder at the end of the line looked up, saw

the hand jump, The foreman was sitting quietly
staring at the lines of men working under the
vast pools of light. Qutside, in the winter night,
the streets were empty, and the whir of the
factory sounded faintly on the snow-swept yard.

The tirebuilder at the end of the line gulped.
His hands stopped their quick weaving motions.
Every man on the line stiffened. All over the
vast room, hands hesitated. The foreman saw
the falter, felt it instantly. He jumped up, but he
stood beside his desk, his eyes darting quickly
from one line to another.

This was it, then. But what was happening?
Where was it starting? He stood perfectly still,
his heart beating furiously, his throat feeling
dry, watching the hesitating hands, watching the
broken rhythm,

Then the tirebuilder at the end of the line




NEW MASSES

FEBRUARY : 1 & 37

B =
ok

“"‘\\e / .g- 2

Willism Handerses

Behind the Auto Strike

New Masses, Feb, 2, 1937

walked three steps to the master safety switch
and, drawing a deep breath, he pulls:
heavy wooden handle, With this signal, in perfect
synchronization, with the rhythm they hadlearned
in a great mass-production industry, the tire-
builders stepped back from their mac .

Instantly, the noise stopped. The whole room
lay in perfect silence. The tirebuilders stood in
long lines, touching each other, perfectly motion-
less, deafened by the silence. A moment ago
there had been the weaving hands, the revolving
wheels, the clanking belt, the moving hooks, the
flashing tire tools. Now there was absolute
stillness, no motion anywhere, no sound.

Out of the terrifying quiet came the wondering
voice of a big tirebuilder near the windows:

[/}
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‘tJesus Christ, it’s like the end of the world."
He broke the spell, the magic moment of
stillness. For now his awed words said the
thing to every man, ‘“We done it! We
ped the belt! By God, we done it!’’ And
=zan to cheer hysterically, to shout and
the fresh silence. Men wrapped long
sinewy arms around their neighbors’ shoulders,
screaming, ‘“We done it We done itl"’

For the firsttime in history, American mass-
production workers had stopped a conveyor belt
and halted the inexorable movement of factory
machinery,

m
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—From Industrial Valley, by Ruth McKenney,
New York, 1939, pp. 261-2,

Tle victory of the Akron rubber workers
revealed the full power of the sit-down strike
for the first time. The tactic of seizing posses-
sion of, and holding, great plants was not en-
tirely unknown to the workers of the United
States, but nothing like its mushrooming during
the struggles of the mid-Thirties had ever been
seen before, In the sit-down strike the workers

found a weapon with which they could conquer
the powerful resistance to unionization they met
in the drive to organize rubber, auto, steel,
electrical and other basic industries. One by one
giant manufacturing corporations like General
Motors, United States Steel, General Electric
and Goodyear, the massive industrial aggregates
of monopoly capital, were compelled to recognize
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FLINT SIT-DOWN 93

millions of dollars of company property, vast
assembly lines and unfinished products, The use
of machine guns, tear gas andgangsters is much
less effective. It is harder to label strikers
aggressors while they are inside,

In a sit-down the workers’ morale is heighten-
ed, They are inside and therefore know for certain
that scabs are not operating the machines; they
are really protecting their jobs and this leadsto
a higher degree of solidarity and militancy, The
men are protected from weather, They are never
scattered, but are always on call at a moment’s
notice in case of trouble. The basic democratic
character of the sit-down is guaranteed by the
fact that the workers on the line, rather than out-
side officials, determine its course.

Finally, defense against labor sples—a con-
gtant threat inthe Thirties—is perfected because
a git-down can be started by one or two rank-
and-file leaders over an issue that affects the
entire plant, The workers vote by putting down
their tools.

The sit-down is not a revolutionary action;
it does not challenge the boss’s ownership of
the plant but only, as with traditlonal strike
forms, his right to fire the workers and operate
with scabs, Nevertheless, the experience of the
Thirties in the U.S. demonstrated the sit-down
as a2 more intense form of struggle that gtim-
ulates tremendous initiative z2mong the rank-

and-file, especially amonz those on the inside

during a prolonged strike,

’I:ere is no question that the auto workers
needed a new weapon with which to fight the
giant corporations that owned them body and soul,
GM ran Flint like a feudal bareony. Eighty per cent
of the population of 150,000 were directly de-
pendent on GM for livelihood, 20 per cent in-
directly, Forty-five thousand men and women
toiled in the GM Flint plants, heart and nerve
center of the corporation’s world-wide empire.
In the summer of 1936 every city official—the
mayor, city manager, police chief andthe judges
—were GM stockholders or officials, or both, The
only local newspaper, The Flint Journal, was 100
per cent GM, all the time, The corporation con-
trolled the radio station directly: even paid-for
time was denied the union during the fight for
unionization. The schocl board, welfare depart-
memnt and all other government agencles were
directly under the thumb of the corporation, Bill-
boa *ds throughout the city acclaimed ‘‘the happy
GM family,”’

Total domination of the workers and the
community in which they lived was part of the
system by which GM was able to net an average

annual profit of $173 millions from 1827 to
1937 & during the depths of the Great Depres-
gion. Eighty stockholders became million-
aires in four years during the late Twenties
on GM dividends alone, In 1836 the auto giant
completed a quarter century with profits that
totaled an astronomical $2.5 billions, a figure
unequalled by any cother corporation inthe world

Strikers inside Fisher Body No. 1
to thattime. Its 1936 net profit was $225 millions,
a rate of 24 per cent on a capitalization of $945
millions, No wonder it has earned and kept the
title of the ‘‘world’s greatest money-maker’
among all corporations,

GM, in 1936 employing 55 per centof all U.S.
auto workers in 69 plants, was bigger than
Ford and Chrysler combined, Three hundred
and fifty of its officers and directors were paid
ten million dollars in salaries that year. Itstwo
top officers, Alfred Sloan and William Knudson,
received $375,000 each in 1935, Its seventh
vice-president, one Charles Wilson, received
$190,000.7 The giant was controlled by the
DuPont interests, which owned about a quarter
of the stock.

The condition of the auto workers was in
stark contrast to that of their bosses, In 1835,
2 year in which the government declared $1,600
as the minimum income on which a family of
four could live decently, the average auto work-
er took home $800. Most lived in fearful in-
security. A foreman could fire at will. Layoffs
between the old and new model year lastedfrom
three tc five months, without unemployment
insurance. A compulsory loan system prevailed,
under which GM deducted principal plus interest
on the worker’s returnto employment in the fall,
cutting wages 10 per cent.

But it was the speed-up that made life in-
tolerable, A wife described her husband as
“‘coming home so dog tired he couldn’t even
walk upstairs to bed but crawled on his hands
and knees.’’

One witness reported: ‘“The men worked like
fiends, their jaws set and eyes on fire. Nothing
in the world exists for them except the line
chassis bearing down onthem relentlessly. They
come along on a conveyor, and as each passes,
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the worker has to finish his particular job before
the next one bearsg down on him. The line moves
fast and the chassis are close together, The men
mo-e like lightning, Some are underneath on their
backs on little carts, propelling themselves by
their heels all,day long, fixing something under-
neath the chassis as they move along.’’ 8

Young workers, unused to the unbearable pace,
eouldn’t eat until they threw up their previous
meals when they got home, One worker told
Atlantic Monthly that he had been made so
dizzy by the constant noises of the assembly
line that when he left the plant he could not
remember where he had parked his car.,?

Walter Moore, a welder, father of eight and
section organizer for the Communist Party in
Flint, told a reporter: “Didyouever see a house
in the country on fire? They tear up the carpets,
rip out the furniture, throw everything out of the
windows and doors, work at white heat while great
red flames shoot up to the sky. Well, that’s a
shop, only in a shop it goes on and on; the fire
never goes out,’’ !

Flint workers were described as having a
‘‘peculiar, gray, jaundiced color,”’ like ‘‘a city
of tuberculars,’’ 11 and in July, 1936, when
temperatures soared over 100 degrees, deaths
in Michigan’s auto plants rose into the hun-
dreds, 12

The speed-up was intensified by the ever-

AN EARLY BATTLE ... National Guardsmen attack in 1934 Toledo Autolight strike and ...

[ca

... An auto worker dies—but union won

present threat of layoffs, ‘“The fear of layoff
is always in their minds, even if not definitely
brought there by the foremen, The speed-up is
thus inherent in the . . . lack of steady work and
an army of unemployed waiting outside,’’ 13

E was the speed-up that organized Flint.

I any worker had ‘“strange ideas’’ in hishead
about a union, 2 vast network of company spies
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was present to ferret him out immediately, In-
exorable working-class pressure had forced ex-
posures like those that came out of a Senate
subcommitiee of the Committee on Education and
Iabor, beaded by Robert LaFollette, Testimony
before that Committee—much of it by workers
at the risk of their lives—revealed that GM
spent $838,000 in 1934 alone on ‘‘detective
- work,”" ¥ more than half of it paid to the
Pinkerton agency. Hundreds of spies worked in
the plants, seeking out those who had union ‘¢in-
clinations,”” GM was a member of the National
Metal Trades Association, a company group that
supplied labor spies to terrorize workers and
import scabs and helped set up company unions
to break or forestall legitimate unions, The
Committee reported that the Justice Department
and Army and Navy Intelligence worked with this
outfit in union-busting forays. Little came of
these revelations, since, in the final analysis, it
was the union victories of the workers themselves
that ended the terror in the plants,

In addition, GM usedthe forces of the notorious
Black Legion, a DuPont-financed terror group
that beat, tarred and feathered and murdered
active unionists, GM foremen were actually seen
donning black robes inside the plant inprepara-
tion for a Black Iegionraid, 15 Organizedforce
inside the plants had to be defeated to bring the
union to auto,

Attempts had been made to fight the auto
moguls early in the depression. In July 1930 a
communist-led union struck Fisher Body No. 1
and marched intoc downtown Flint with banners
flying: ““In 1776 we fought for Liberty. Today
we fight for bread,”” !¢

Prior to this there had been liftle organizing
attempted in the auto industry, However, in 1833,
the Trade Union Unity League (TUUL), a left-led
organizing group, created the Auto Workers
Union along industrial lines, it conducted strikes
which eventually involved tens of thousands and
which were met with ferocious brutality, es-
pecially at the Briggs Auto Works in Flint, The
TUUL~type militancy not only earned the hatred
of the corporations but also of the staid, sell-
out business unionism of the AF L piecards.

The AFL since its birth had opposed the
organization of unskilled workers, and especially
along industrial lines—that is, placing all the
different types of workers in one plant into the
same union, The AFL had intended all along to
keep auto workers divided, both along craft lines
and from one plant or company to the next., It
organizedfederal locals for this purpose—groups
of workers in a particular plant responsible di-
rectly to the national Federation and barredfrom
joining together with all other auto workers on
an industry-wide basis, These locals were ruled
by national officers and an executive board ap-

pointed by AFL President William Green!

When the AFL attempted to step into the auto
industry soon after the Briggs strikes, the TUUL
locals, in a2 move for unity, dissolved and joined
the AFL federal locals, The entrance of the
TUUL left-wing militants into these locals was
a first step towards the creation of an industrial
union, 17  Thus, when the AFIL, attempting to
contain the auto workers’ rising militancy—
which was poison to the narrow concepts of
craft unionism--called a national conference of
its federal locals, the latter sent rank-and-file
leaders who called for an ‘‘international in-
dustrial union,”’ As they rose to speak, William
Collins, the AFL plecard in charge of auto
organizing, would snap, *“Sit down! You're a
Communist! Every time I hear the words ‘inter-
national industrial union’ I know that person.. .
represents the Communist Party,’’ 18

Wyndham Mortimer, a militant left-winger
who led the local which he helped organize at
Cleveland’s White Motor Company-—and later
became UAW first vice-president—wrote in 1951;
¢“That there were some Communists among
them, there is not the slightest doubt, In fact,
had it not been for the Communists, there is
serious doubt that the forces of industrial union-
ism would have lived through this period,’’ 19

In 1934, President Roosevelt ignored GM’s
refusal to negotiate—a violation of the NRA col-
lective bargaining Section 7a, He proposed a
compromise: proportional representation of all
union groups in a plant—including the company
unions! He also set up an Auto Labor Board,
charged with the responsibility of determining
which union should represent the workers; the
union later discovered that labor’s representa-
tive on the Board was a member of the Black
Legion.

Disregarding the interests of the rank and
file while negotiating with the companies, the
AFL leadership sacrificed every single demand,
including the essential one for union recog-
nition, Thousands of auto workers made huge
bonfires of their union cards and quit in disgust.
The left-wingers organized the Cleveland Auto
Council, which sponsored another national con-
ference at which 37 locals were represented,
and again the AFL intervened to try to prevent
an industrial union from forming,

At that point even a government report warn-
ed that because of ‘‘insecurity, low annual earn~
ings, inequitable hiring and rehiring methods,
espionage, speedup, and displacement of workers
at an extremely early age, ... Unless something
is done soon, they (the workers) intend to take
things into their own hands to get results,’”’ 20

Finally, with pressure growing for the mass
organization of auto workers, agreement was won
in May, 1936, to give the auto workers autonomy
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=side the AFL for what was, in effect, an in-
aastrial union, The infant UAW-—along with the
other unions affiliated to the newly-emerging
Committee for Industrial Organization—were
suspended in August by the AFL leadership
because of their industrial union concepts. In
April, 1936, however, the AFL was still trying
to keep its foot in the door. It succeeded in get-
ting a compromise candidate elected president
of the new UAW, He was Homer Martin, a former
Baptist minister and Kansas City Chevrolet
worker, Martin was long on oratory and had a
flair for phrasing the workers’ aspirations,
but he was short on organizing ability and on
understanding the dynamics of industrial union-
ism, For these reasons, the AFL officials felt
Martin was someone they could use, unlike the
militant lefi-wing industrial unionists, Mortimer
was elected first vice-president; Ed Hall, near-
ing 50 and having spent nearly all his life in
Milwaukee’s auto plants, the possessor of abasic
understanding of an auto worker’s problems,
became second vice-president; and Walter
Reuther was elected tothe Executive Board from
Detroit’s West Side, with what Mortimer charged
were forged credentials, ?!
In June Mortimer was selected by the
fledgeling UAW to be its organizer inthe heart of
GM territory. Martin agreed to this because he
thought Mortimer would be broken there and
would cease to be a threat i« tin’s position
in the union. 22 Mortimer came from a union
family; his father had been a leader of the central
Pennsylvania Knights of Labor, UAW’s Flint
organizer had been a miner, railroad brakeman,
steel worker and machinist at White Motor.
When Mortimer arrived to begin his work in
the summer of 1936, there were barely 100 union
members in the city, and the majority of those
were company spies, 23 All the others, 20,000
of them, had quit, The sellout policies of the AF L
leadership and Roosevelt’s intervention had
helped the auto companies destroy any union
organization, however shaky, that had existed in
Flint, Recognizing the stoolie-ridden, AF1~or-
ganized Flint local for what it was, Mortimer set
about organizing a completely independent group,
visiting workers from door to door, signing them
up, and sending the records to UAW national head-
quarters. This enraged the GM labor spies, but,
though tailed and watched at every turn, Mortimer
succeeded in keeping membership lists out of
their hands. He began publishing a newsletter
which went out to 7,000 workers each week, He
also organized a secret union group inthe Fisher
Body No. 1 ‘‘body-in-white’’ department, where
the main soldering and welding was done, This
group was led by Bud Simons, Walter Moore and
Joe Devitt, a trio of close personal friends who
shared progressive views, Moore was a com-
munist and the other two were ‘‘political left-

wingers,’’ 24

When Martin saw Mortimer succeeding, the
UAW president—backed by followers of the rene-
gade Jay Lovestone who had been expelled from
the Communist Party—pressed for his remov-
al, 25 Mortimer succumbed, but managedto ar-
range for Robert Travis to take his place. In
his early thirties, Travis had been successful

Bud Simons

in leading and organizing Toledo Chevrolet. He
shared Mortimer’s left-wing views and was re-
garded as a top-flight organizer despite his youth,

Slowly but surely the UAW gained strength,
The fact that the discredited AFL had suspended
the CIO helped draw workers into the new in-
dustrial union, Seniority agreements were won
at Chrysler Dodge, In Fisher Body union stickers
began to appear on auto bodies and carry their
message the length of the assembly line, With
GM supporting Landon for President but losing
as the workers voted for Roosevelt overwhelm-
ingly, the union began to resist the corporation
more strongly, Seven stoppages, provoked by
speed-up and wage cuts, occurred at Fisher
Body No. 1 in the second week of November,
1936. When Travis asked Simons if the men
were ready to strike, Simons said, ‘‘Ready?
They’'re like a pregnant woman in her tenth
month!’’ 26 On November 9 Travis met with
40 members, key men from each department,
to plan how to organize a sit-down shouldan in-
cident occur. Three days later, on November
12, it did.

A foreman eliminated one man from athree-
man unit and ordered the other two to do the
work. Although the other two were not union
members, they stopped working and were fired
the next morning, Starting from Simons’ group
on the incoming night shift, word spreadthrough
the 7,000-man plant: ‘“Nobody starts working."’
The foreman seized the man who had been re-
moved from the group and began to shove him
toward the plant superintendent, Simons stepped
in and stopped him while the entire assembly line
watched. A committee was picked on the spot
to meet with the boss as a committee—the first
time this had ever happened at Fisher Body.
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The super was stunned., He gave in and agreed
to rehire the two workers who had been fired,
but the men, in spite of an agreement that they
would not be docked for time lost in the stoppage,
still refused to go back to work. They demanded
that the two workers be brought back to the plant,
The company was forced to broadcast over local
and police radio tofind the twomen, one of whom
was on a date with his girl, No one started work-
ing until he had driven her home, changed his
clothes and reported for work!

This story spread through Flint like wildfire.
Workers began signing up by the hundreds. GM
was forced to bargain with various units onday-
to-day grievances, Although John L. Lewis,
President of the United Mine Workers and head
of the new CIQ, along with the other CIO leaders,
had planned to organize the steel industry first,
the young UAW organizers took the lead,

Among units of the GM empire, the Fisher
Body ‘‘mother plants’’ in Flint and Cleveland
were the heart. They produced dies and chassis
on which three-fourths of GM production depend=-
ed and the company found it too cumbersome
to store chassis against a strike, Without the
chassis there could be no automobile. Produc-
tion was crippled if the supply was cut off at
the source. Another key plant was Chevrolet
No. 4 in Flint, Every engine for one million
Chevrolets was assembled there each year,
Chevy No. 4 was called the ‘‘the hellhole’’ by
its 8,000 workers; it was dominated end to end
by its manager, Arncld Lenz, a Hitler sympa~-
thizer. But when the union ferreted out and ex-
posed a couple of stoolies at Chevy 4, respect
for the union shot up and a rapid increase in
membership followed.

Then auto strikers at Midland Steel, led by
communists, beat the red secare and won union
recognition. A sit-down at Bendix compelled the
company to bargain with the union. Still, in the
estimate of the UAW leadership, the situation
was not yet ripe for anational struggle with GM.
In fact, when Martin, on tour, threatened 2 na-
tion-wide strike without consulting the executive
board, he was stopped. He had made this threat
after a November 18 walkout at a union weak
spot, the Chevy plant in Atlanta, where four
workers had been fired for wearing union but-
tons. From Detroit UAW Vice-President Ed Hall
located Martin in Kansas City and told him: *“You
dumb son-of-a-bitch! You get your ass backhere
tonight or that’ll be the last trip you'll ever
takel’’ 27

The decision was made by the UAW leader-
ship not to call a national strike until Fisher
Body in Flint and Cleveland were ready, which
Travis estimated would take another month,
Knowing this, GM tried to force the issue by
provoking a strike on December 16 at Kansas

City, a union weak spot as Atlanta was., GM
hoped to lure the union into a national walkout
when it wasn’t prepared. Again the union held
firm and the Kansas City strike, later found
to have been set off by a Pinkerton agent, was
localized,

On December 17, Martin requested national
collective bargaining in a telegram to GM
management, Management, aiming to split the
union into 69 parts, replied that it would bargain
only on a plant-by-plant basis, On December
28, the first action occurred at Fisher Body in
Cleveland where the workers in the quarter
panel department yanked the power when the
plant manager postponed a bargaining session
for a few hours, All other departments followed
and by one o’ clock in the afternoon the plant was
dead. Through the mediation of Mayor Harold
Burton, later a Supreme Court justice, GM
tried to bargain on a local basis; but the union
turned down the ruse, A unanimous vote at a
plant mass meeting decided the sit-down would
be ended only as a part of anational settlement.
This action had disrupted the timetable of even
the UAW leadership, which had planned to begin
strike action against GM in Flint, A few weeks
later the Cleveland workers had to leave the
plant and conduct their strike from the outside
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because they did not have the strength to main-
tain the sit-down. It was the Flint workers
who had to carry the ball,

Their strike began at Fisher Body No. 1 on
December 30, only two davs after the start of
the Cleveland sit-down, Wihien the night shift
came on at No, 1 on the 30th, they found that the
company had backed up a string of railrcadcars
and was starting to move dies. This wasu.r GM
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version of the runaway shop, an open attempt to
shift production to a plant where the union was
weak and thus destroy Fisher Body No, 1as a
decisive unit, Travis was notified at the union
office across the street. He immediately called
the workers to a lunch-hour meeting by the pre-
arranged signal of a 200-watt red lamp whichthe
workers could see flickering in the union head-
quarters. When they had filled the hall, Travis
said, ‘“What do we do about the dies 7’ A worker
answered: ‘‘Well, them’s our jobs., We want them
left right here in Flint.’’

Travis reviewed the company moves, He
pointed out that the Cleveland workers were out
on strike to save their jobs, and againhe asked,
““What do we do?’

‘*fShut her down! Shut the goddamn plant!"
came the cry, 28

Henry Kraus, a UAW editor at the meeting,
describes the scene: ‘*The men stood still fae-
ing the door. It was liketryingto chain 2 natural
force.*They couldn’thold back and started crowd-
ing forward. Then suddenly they broke through
the door andmade a race for the plant gates, run-
ning in every direction towards the quarter-mile-
long buildings,’’ 29

One group raced to the railroad dock where
a plant manager was directing the coupling of
loaded cars, ‘‘Strike on,’’ yelled the men to the
locomotive engineer, ‘‘Okay,’’ he nodded, waved
to the brakeman to stop the work andtrotted off,

The workers inside immediately beganto se-
cure the plant against any attacker, They moved
scores of unfinished Buick bodies in front of all
entrances to form a gigantic barricade. With
acetylene torches they welded a steel frame
around every door, Bullet-proof metal sheets
were put in position to cover every window, while
holes were carved in them and threadedto allow
the nozzles of fire hoses to be screwed into them,
Wet clothes were kept in readiness to be placed
on the face as protection against tear-gas at-
tacks, Large supplies of metal parts were placed
in strategic spots, Paint guns ior spraying would-
be invaders were located throughout the plant,

The back-to-work whistle blew, but there was
no movement. Suddenly the third-floor windows
were flung open to reveal workers waving arms
and shouting, ‘‘Hooray Bob, she’s ours!’’ The
women of the cut-and-sew department were told
to report to union headquarters, Nearly all the
remaining 3,000 night workers struck

-N Ulith a simultaneous sit-downin the small-

er Fisher No. 2, GM body production ground to a
halt, Thousands of stop-orders went out to sup-
pliers and assembly plants all over the country,

On January 1 all Chevrolet and Buick assembly
plants were closed, By January 7, 100,000 GM
workers were idle, On January 3 a national union
conference of 300 from ten cities met in Flint
and formulated demands: union recognition for
the UAW, reinstatement of all workers fired
because of union membership or activity, senior-
ity to govern all layoffs, new wage minimums,
a 30-hour, 5-day week with time and one-half
for overtime, abolition of piece work, and a slow-
ing down of the assembly line,

The press and the company raved and ranted
about a ‘‘Soviet-style tyranny’’ being imposed
on the country. The New York Times editorial-
ized that it was ‘“highly doubtful whether union
leaders were speaking for the great mass of
workers,”’ They were striking ‘‘for an abstract
principle of labor organization in an industry.. .
(in which) earnings were 20% above the average,’’
(Janfiary 4, 1937) There were constant references
to ““Lewis’ strike’’ and Lewis ‘‘ordering the men
in or out’”” and ‘“Lewis ordering the strike at
strategic points,”” 30 as if the rank and file had
determined nothing, It continued to whine that
a2 ‘‘small minority coerces the msajority.”’ 3!
Headlines were constantly slanted against the
strikers: ““Ultimatum to Knudson by Auto Union;”’
“‘Sloan Bars Pact With ‘Dictators’, ’’ 32

Sloan later reported to the GM stockholders
that the sit-down ‘‘denies the right of duly con-~
stituted branches of government to interfere....
It is revolutionary in its dangers and implica~
tions,’’ 33

rI‘he workers in Fisher Body No. 1 paid little
heed to the rantings of GM and its press, Once
inside they set about organizing one of the most
effective strike apparatuses ever seen in the
United States, Immediately after securing the
plant, they held a2 mass meeting and elected a
committee of stewards and a strike strategy com-
mittee of five to govern the strike, Bud Simons
was elected chairman, and Walter Moore and Joe
Devitt, all leaders of the original sit-down on
November 13, had central roles on this body. Then
committees were organized: food, police, in-
formation, sanitation and health, safety, ‘‘’kanga~
roo court,’”’ entertainment, education and ath-
letics. Since all committees were democratically
elected, their authority was unquestioned, The
supreme body remained the 1,200 who stayed to
hold the plant, the rest being sent outside to
perform cther tasks, Two meetings of the entire
plant were held daily at which any change could
be made in the administration,

The strike committee posted rules on all
bulletin boards: smoking only in restricted
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areas, liguor and gambling banned, information
given only through the regular committee and
no phone calls by individuals, All questions from
the press and ‘“outside world’’ in general hadto
be written in advance and answered only in the
presence of the strike strategy committee,

The police commitiee was responsible for
guarding every entrance to the plant and posted
the names and shifts of every man on the bulletin
boards. Within this committee of 65 the most
trusted workers constituted the Special Patrol.
Their job was to make a complete 35-minute
round of the plant every hour, 24 hours a day,
throughout the entire strike, They would check
out all rumors and report any violations of rules
or discipline, Violators were fried by the
“‘court’’ and initially given minor punishments,
After three convictions a striker was sent out,

No one could enter or leave the plant unless
checked out by the reception committee, One re-
porter among the hundreds covering the story
describes this process:

A “‘reception committee of five searched my
party and car for weapons outside the plant.””
Then ‘‘we walked up to the plant itself, All doors
were shut and barricaded. I climbed onto a pile
of packing bags and swung over a heavy hori-
zontally-hinged steel door into the plant, On a
platform inside there was another reception
committee which checked credentials again,’’ 34

Such care was necessary since the company

was always attempting to spread rumors of
scandals inside, They even smuggled a prostitute
in another guise into the plant but she was dis-
covered and sent packing,

Inside, everv worker had a specific duty for
six hours a day., They were on duty for three
hours, off for nine, on three and off nine, in
each 24-hour period, Every day at 3 P,M. there
was a general cleanup. No matter how cold the
weather, all windows were opened wide and teams
of workers moved in waves on, and in between,
the assembly lines for the entire length of the
plant, leaving it spick-and-span, Personal ¢lean-
liness also tock high priority, every worker
taking a ‘‘shower a day.”’

The strikers divided themselves into social
groups of 15, setting up ‘“house’’ in some cozy
corner and living family-style for the ‘‘dura-
tion,”” They made mattresses of car cushions,
took out the seats and made beds of the car
floors. Every visitor was impressed with the
extreme neatness and the care taken with all
plant property., The spirit and determination
that developed among the workers was reflect-
ed in letters to their families:

‘1 don’t know how long we will be here but we
will never give up. We are holding the fort strong
and have everything we need. Cots and cigarettes
and plenty of food. We sure done a thing, GM said
it could never be done when we took posses-
gion, . . . Drop me a line and send my union




receipt,”’

A plant postoffice was established to handle
all mail, which included censoring every letter.
Daily visits were arranged whereby workers’
children could be handed through a window while
workers talked to their wives as they stood out-
side, At one point the organization was so con-
fident of its fortress that workers who lived
nearby were allowed the liberty of going home
for a day at a time.

The class consciousness and absolute rank-
and-file democracy was at a peak during the
sit-down, as the following story reveals, A
cameraman for Hearst’s pro-GM Detroit Times
presented his union card to the reception com-
mittee but it was torn up. He pleaded to be al-
lowed inside to-take pictures and appealed to
higher union officials, but was told the plant
committee would have to rule on it. A formal
debate was held, the cameraman stating his own
case, saying he was an ‘‘active union man,”’
that he personally differed with his boss, and
that ‘‘freedom of the press’’ should be respected,
The strikers’ view was presented by one worker
who simply said, ‘‘But goddamitall, his boss
is Hearst!’”’ The ballot was unanimous to keep
him out,

The monotony and boredom, away from the
family, was probably the most difficult problem
to overcome, Calisthenics were organizeddaily.
The entire plant was wired with a loudspeaker
system. A 12-piece orchestra was organized
from among the strikers and concerts were
broadcast every evening, Each ‘‘social group”’
had either a radio or phonograph, Ping pong,
checkers, chess, cards (using washers as ““mon-
ey’’) were provided, The bottoms were knocked
out of two wastebaskets and a basketball court
set up, Boxing and wrestling teams were organ-
ized, The strikers took to writing poems and
songs, the best of which were published in the

Fisher No. |

(left on platform) presides over daily mass meeting in Fishe

union paper. They put on skits lampooning the
foremen, GM and its

Labor classes were
of the labor movement and

ily in the history
tructions given

in parliamentary procedure, to run a union
meeting’’ and in the union con ition, A ““liv-
ing newspaper’’ was presented work-
ers to act out the specif ike

as it went along. Dramatic groups were invited
and Detroit’s Contemporary Theatre put on play
One local movie owner sent enterta d
another who refused to help out was boycotted
after the strike, Charlie Chaplin donated his
current movie, Modern Ti S show=-
ings were held, A writing class was led by a
graduate student from the University of Mich-
igan and workers took to writing plays,

The Women’s Auxiliary—which was to play
a key role in the strike—organized dancing,
representing all national groups, in front of
the plant, They formed ‘‘living formations”
or mass charades to describe phrases like
‘Solidarity Forever’'’ or ‘‘Sole Collective Bar-
gaining Agent.’’ The strikers, inturn, serenaded
them with their own band, whose theme song
became ‘‘The Fisher Strike,”’ written by the
workers to the tune of the well-known southern
ballad, ‘“The Martins and the Coys’’:

Gather round me and T’1l tell you all a story,

Of the Fisher Body Factory Number One:

When the dies they started moving,

The union men they had a meeting,

To decide right then and there what must be done.

Chorus
These four-thousand union boys,
Oh, they sure made lots of noise,
They decided then and there to shut down tight,
In the office they got snooty,
So we started picket duty,
Now the Fisher Body shop is on a strike,
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Now this strike it started one bright Wednesday
evening,

When they loaded up a box car full of dies;

When the union boys they stopped them

And the railroad workers backed them,

The officials in the office were surprised,

Now they really started out to strike in earnest,

- They took possession of the gates and buildings

too.
They placed a guard in either clockhouse
Just to keep the non-union men out,
Andthey took the keys and locked the gates up too.

Now you think that this union strike is ended,
And they’ll all go back to work just as before,
But the day shift men are ‘‘cuties,’’

They relive the night shift duties,

And we carry on this strike just as before, 35

rI:e organization outside the plant was noless
efficient and vital to the existence of the workers
inside. Union headguarters at Pengelly Hall was
the hub, Committees were established for food
preparation, publicity, welfare and relief, pickets
and defense and union growth, The responsibility
of feeding several thousand workers both inside
and outside the plants was enormous. The union
kitchen was headed by Dorothy Kraus, wife of the

Strikers' wives prepare hot meals

union editor, and a union chef from a large De-
troit hotel. One day’s food supply inciuded 500
pounds of meat, 100 pounds of potatoes, 300 loaves
of bread, 100 pounds of coffee, 200 pounds of
sugar, 30 gallons of milk and four cases of
evaporated milk, Its transportation was handled
by the city’s bus drivers who remembered the

solidarity of the auto workers in the bus strike.
Two hundred people, mtra”" women, prepared
this food. Some crates of fruit were kept inside
for snacks and care;ully gL.arded agaiast poison-
ing. As it later turned out, 2 Pinkerton agent was
on the inside food committee,

Several hundred workers gave their cars for
use by the union. Sound equipment, guardec day
and night, was used to talk to the sit-downers
from outside the plant, The Flint Auto Worker
was distributed by the tens of thousands, A
‘¢chiseling’’ committee was set up to collect
food and supplies. Two-thirds of what was needed
was obtained in this fashion, the committee going
from house to house and to small shopkeepers.

The union headquarters became the center of
life for thousands of workers who streamed in and
out, bringing their families along, A nursery was
set up to take care of the children while their
mothers were working for the

There was constant communi f‘“mn thWPen
the outside strike rs and the strike
mittee inside, Pick took place around the
clock in front of the

The fantastic

and organization of the
workers spread across the nation, Sit-downs be-.
came a national phen enon, Workers the coun-
try over grabbed newspapers each day to see
““if the boys in Flint were still holding out,””
Companion strikes sparked new methods of
organization.(*) Only one reason could drag one
sit-downer at the P‘ul 1‘”—! hia Exide Pa*‘f’a*y
Co. outside—he was rried at the plant gates
The entire country s union-conscilous, i

»_.

*When company guards were able to eject the
sit-downers at Briggs because primary attention
was focused on Fisher Body, Dodge workers
leaving the night shift we called to a meeting
at 2 A.M. and told that Briggs would open with
scabs in the morning. They f"rovﬁ to the plant
and ringed it with a ms picket line before
5:30 on the morning of January 20, 1837, At
7 A.M. when the ce began attempting to
escort scabs i the workers star ted a
““running’’ p in double time. Would-

just bounced off their

shoulders, sed tear-gas bombs
but the work them and hurled them

back, while rain cleared the air. The plant
closed and Briggs signed a union contract,

Another n oceurred inthe Hudson auto
plant w : »any sped up the line from
140 to 160 units an hour. uil‘u_' s figured
this as a one-seventh incr gan skip-
ping every seventh hood being pl.a_f.e.u on a chas-
sis. This completely disrupted production,
forcing the enraged superintendent to slow the
line back to 140 units. Such a tactic became
known as a ""skippy''—a partial sit-down.
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company inserted an advertisement in the Daily
Worker saying:

‘““We take great pleasure in announcing that
we have signed a closed shop contract with the
Milk Wagon Drivers Union, Local 584, Now our
milk will be delivered'by UNION DRIVERS!’’

Support poured in from all over the country.
Despite the attempt of the national AFL to
sabotage the strike, its city central bodies in
Flint, Detroit, Cleveland and Minneapolis backed
the sit-downers with all sorts of aid.

The United Rubber Workers’ Goodyear local
sent $3,000, Six thousand,came from UAW at
Studebaker, Trucks of food arrived from Akron,
The Hudson and Chrysler workers begana ‘‘one-
hour-a-day club’’: one hour’s wages each day
donated to the strike fund. Veterans formed a
Union Labor Post No. 1 to counteract the
‘‘patriotic scabbing’’ organized by flag-wavers,
Even small businessmen joined the ranks, one
drugstore owner telling a reporter:

“This whole block of store is solid for the

union. Hell, I never got anything out of GM
dividends; a union victory is better for my busi-
ness,’’ 36

Based on the coordination inside andoutside,
the sit-downers felt as if they were building up
an impregnable foriress against the company
and police. They were not to wait too long before
the first attack was launched.

As production decreased daily, GM turned
to their courts for an injunction with which to
oust the strikers. It was a ticklish legal situation,
since the workers were in no way harming the
machinery, and, in fact, kept the plants in better
shape than the company had. The tactic was “‘so
new,’”’ said one observer, ‘‘that no existing law
has any relevance in regard to it,”’ 37 Butthat,
of course, wouldn’t stop GM.

It got an. injunction from Genesee County
Judge Edward D, Black, County Sheriff Tom Wol-
cott went to the plants to read itto the workers,
ordering them out in 24 hours, As the nervous
sheriff stood on a table inthe Fisher No, 1 cafe-
teria reading the writ, workers laughed and
kidded him and broke out into ‘“Solidarity For-
ever’’ when he had finished, Needless to say, the
workers refused to budge.

With GM set to request an order for removal,
one of the union attorneys dug up information
which proved to be a bombshell: Judge Black
owned 3,665 shares of GM stock, worth $219,-
000, 38 Michigan law stated that ‘“No judge of
any court shall sit as such in any case or pro-
ceeding in which he is a party or-in which he is
interested. . . ./’ While the judge denied that his

stock ownership would influence his decision,
this was too blatant even for GM. Shamefaced, it
forgot the Black injunction and allowed legal
matters to cool awhile before seeking another
one,

This exposure proved a boon to the workers’
cause as it hit the front pages of every paper in
the country and exposed GM’s complete control

5
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Visiting hour at Fisher Body

of the political machinery of Flint, But the com~
pany had just started,

All of 2 sudden there appeared on the scene
an organization called the Flint Alliance. It
claimed to be composed of ‘‘loyal’”’ GM workers
wio were laid off in other plants because of the
Fisher Body strike and who were demanding an
end o ““minority rule.” The president of this
group turned out to be one George Boyson, a
former Buick paymaster and then owner of a com-
pany manufacturing spark plugs—obviously loyal
to GM. The treasurer was revealed as aformer
Flint city official who had been convicted of em~
bezzling city funds. So ‘““widespread’ was the
““anger’’ among the ‘‘loyal workers’’ that these
tw0 were picked as the main officers of the Flint
Allance,

In reality, the Alllance was set up both as a
strikebreaking group and to mobilize vigilante
action against the sit-downers. It was composed
principally of GM supervisors, of which there
were hundreds, and businessmen, Foremen de-
scended on non-struck plants with membership
cards, attempting to intimidate workers into
signing, Several received a ‘‘going over’’ when
they refused to join, More than half the cards
were filled out with ‘names’’ such as ‘John
Fink’" and ‘‘James Stoolpigeon’’ or ‘‘Strike-
breaker’” and ‘‘Mr, Sloan’’ with the comment
added, ‘“I own General Motors and its em-
ployees,”’

GM took pictures of ‘‘crowds’’ of workers
supposedly demonstrating to go back to work.
The ‘“‘demonstrators’’ later turned outtobe men
waiting for their paychecks. The company was
pushing its back-to-work movement through the
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Flint Allisece clziming that 2 minority of strik-
ers were ““dichtiey” to 2 majority of non-
strikers, ArtmDy the wnion was signing up
Soussnds of men and women intothe UAWevery
2=y, Ev=z Sose workers who were not on strike
=i oot = == umiom let #f be known, by their
presencs 22 demonstrations and picket lines,
ot Seir sympethies were with the sit-downers.

M cootiomed s refusal even to meet with
e wmioe mmiess the strikers vacated the plants,
Axg of comxrse, the wmion said they would not do

s0 unléss guaranteed that the company would
not fill them with scabs, a pledge which GM
would never agree to, The tension mounted.
Cries were heard in Congress for outlawing
sit-down strikes, A Detroit clergyman saw
““Soviet planning’’ behind the strike, The AFL
leadership urged the workers togoback to work.

But the workers, marvelously organized and in
high spirits, sat tight., So GM finally turned to
violence.

The Battle of Bulls Run

O:.- the afternoon of January 11, as workers
were handing food in through the main gate of
Fisher Body No. 2, company guards suddenly
appeared and overpowered them, closing the gate
of the smaller plant, The workers quickly ranup
2 ladder to hoist the foodto the second floor, but
the guards hauled it down, At that moment, in
16 degree weather, the company turned off the
heat,

Word was sent to unlon headquarters and
hundreds of workers raced to the scene., Some
were from Buick and Chevy, some were bus
drivers who had been helped by the auto workers
during their recent strike, some were ‘“flying
squads’’ in town from Toledo and Norwood, Ohio,
to help out. The ever-present sound truck ap-
peared in front of the plant, Immediately 20 out-
side pickets, Fisher No. 2 workers, advancedon
the company guards with home-made billy clubs,
took their keys and captured the gate, to guard
against city cops entering. The company guards
phonedthe Flint cops and rantothe plant’s ladies’
room where they barricaded themselves and
claimed they were kidnapped, It became cbvious
that the whole provocation had been prear-
ranged,

The cops arrived in minutes, loaded down with
revolvers, gas guns, grenades and supplies of
tear and nauseating gas. They blockaded the
streets, removed parked cars and then attacked
the pickets guarding the gate, Women pickets
deposited their children at the union hall and
raced to the plant,

When the first gas bombs were thrown, the
pickets cutside retreated temporarily., The wind
biew the gas back into the cops’ ranks, Inside
the plant the sit-downers dragged fire hoses to
the windows and began directing streams of
water at the advancing cops. Two-pound door
hinges began raining down from the roof, Within
five minutes, the cops retreated.

The sit-downers started hauling out a supply

- of empty milk bottles and hinges to the pickets

outside, preparing for a second attack. The cops
began hurling gas bombs through the plant win-
dows, which were not as well fortified as at
Fisher No, 1. The workers graubed them with
gloved hands and quickly doused them in buckets
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Stikers prepare to "fire" hoses at Bulls Run .

of water located nearby for that purpose.

The cops thep regrouped and made a second
rush but were met with a volley of bottles, hinges
and lumps of coal outside and water from the in-
side hoses, They couldn’t get close this time. The
sound truck, manned by several organizers, was
helping to direct the battle amid a barrage of
tear gas, Again the cops retreated, this time with
the workers in hot pursuit, The counter-attack
was led by Travis, who was later treated for gas
burns. The pickets were joined by scores of
other workers who were part of a crowd watching
the battle.

At that point the cops opened fire, Fourteen
were wounded, one, a leader of the bus drivers’
union, critically, While fellow workers carried
them off, the rest continued on the attack, over-
turning the sheriff’s car (with the sheriff in-
side) and spilling large quantities of gas and gas




grenades out of the trunk. The cops continuedto
retreat up the hill, shooting at the windows of the
plant,

One woman, Genora Johnson, whose husband
was inside the plant, grabbed the mike in the
sound tru¢k and cried:

“Cowards! Cowards! Shooting unarmed and
defenseless men)

‘‘Women of Flint! This is your fight! Jointhe
picket line and defend your jobs, your husband’s
job and your children’s home.’’ 39

As the cops stayed on top ofthe hill, men and
women began to organize an all-night vigil, Vic-
tor Reuther, manning the sound truck, pointed out
that it was not the peaceful workers but GM’'s
cops who were responsible for the destruction.
He told the workers that ‘‘they must now fight
not only for their jobs but for their very lives,
Let General Motors be warned; the patience of
these men is not inexhaustible, If there is further
bloodshed . . . we will not be responsible for
what the workers do in their rage! There are
costly machines in that plant. Let the corpora~
tion and their thugs remember that}’’ 40

The workers outside barricaded both ends of
the plant with abandoned cars. Gov. Frank Mur-
phy arrived in Flint and said he was holding the
National Guard ‘‘in readiness.’’ But GM’s strat-
egy had failed, for the moment, Attempting to
counteract the character of a peaceful sit-down,

Cops defeated at Bulls Run (note streams from hoses, upper left, lower center)

it had provoked violence at Fisher No. 2, much
smaller than its sister plant, It wantedto create
a situation whereby the Guard would be ordered
in and martial law declared., Its hope was to
starve out the workers and eventually evict them,
thereby giving impetus to a ‘‘back-to-work”’
movement led by the Flint Alliance.

The courage, organization and solidarity of
the workers had overcome this strategy. The
‘‘Battle of Bulls Run,”’ as it later came to be
known, had ended. The ‘‘bulls’’ had run.

’I:le next day, January 12, 8,000 workers
massed in front of Fisher No. 2 to celebrate
the victory. No cops were in sight as they poured
in  from Lansing, Detroit, Pontiac, Saginaw,
Toledo, Cleveland, South Bend and Norwood to
visit the scene of the battle. Thousands were
signing up in the UAW every day, Fisher No. 1
shored up its defenses against the mobilization
of 1,500 National Guardsmen, The huge crane
whistle was set to blow at the first sign of at-
tack. The boiler was adjusted at full force to
hurl water at an invader, One hose was attached
to an air line to blow away possible gas fumes.
Workers were practicing heaving the two-pound
door hinges at beaverboard targets, Morale was
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sspecially shoe many felt that Murphy
w=e e Co==rd against the strikers,

uil}
i
i

claimed Tat the battle had been be-

amd workers; the corporation
%o do with it.”” But still GM had
wounded men arrested when they
from the hospital. The very next
L300 ““Jobn Doe’’ warrants were made out
be served oo the strikers, charging them with
‘eriminal syndicalism, felonious assault, riot,
destruction of property andkidnapping.’’ The last
charge was based onthe company guards who had
= to the ladies' room.

Ope of the results of the victory of Bulls
B was the new importance it gave to women
in the strike, Up to thattime, though joining out-
gide picket lines, most had been involved in pre-
paring food, Many wives of sit-downers hadbeen
#he victims of malicious anonymous letters tell~
ing them their husbands inside the plant were
sick, Some womeén were tricked into demanding
that their husbands and sons be brought home,
But Bulls Run turned the tide.

Genora Johnson, who had spoken out 8o mili-
tantly in the heat of the battle, began organizing
the Women’'s Emergency Brigade, as a vanguard
detachment of the Women’s Auxiliary. It was
composed of volunteers, mostly veterans of the
previous battle, organized along semi-military
lines, Squad captains (usually those with phones
and cars) were leaders of groups of women whom

;
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Genora Johnson

they were expectedto round up for any emergency
on a2 moment’s notice and transport to the
scene of action. One failure to respond meant
suspension from the Brigade.

Mrs. Johnson, 23, told them they should ‘‘ex-
pect to face tear gas and bullets on the picket
line , . . be beaten and killed by police attacks’’
and by ‘‘attempts to break the strike.’’ Applica~
tions poured in, The Brigade began wearing red
berets and armbands to identify themselves as
they prepared to answer any attack,

“H we go into battle, will we be armed?’ Mrs.
Johnson asked, ‘‘Yes!’’ she said, ‘‘with rolling

pins, brooms, mops and anything we can get.”’
They began carrying long ‘‘two-by-fours’’ whit-
tled down at one end for easy handling. The mem-
bers of the Brigade were described by Mary
Heaton Vorse, noted women'’s leader of the day, as
«‘strikers’ wives and mothers, normally ‘home-
bodies,’ mature women, the majority married,
ranging from young mothers to grandmothers,”’
41  Mrs. Vorse remarked that the women were
¢‘doing this because they have come to the con-
clusion it must be done if they andtheir children
are to have a decent life,”

The workers began holding mass meetings,
bombarding Governor Murphy with reminders
of his election promises, demanding that no
troops be used against the strikers. Although
Murphy had raised the National Guard comple-
ment to 3,000, acting on an ‘‘unlawful seizure’
definition of the strike, he was extremely wary
about appearing to be taking sides. He declared
that the troops were there as much to protect
against the vigilante Flint Alliance as against
violence from the strikers. Some Guardsmen,
workers themselves, wore union buttons, vow-
ing they wouldn’t allow themselves to be used
as strikebreakers, Murphy was ‘‘the man in the
middle,’’ trying to bringabout a settlement with-
out harming his political future. He had just been
elected by an overwhelming workers’ vote two
months before.

With the help of the CIO’s Phillip Murray, an
end was being sought to the glass industry strike,
which would enable Chrysler and Ford production
to shoot back up. This would put pressure on GM,
where production had sunk from 50,000 to 1,500
cars per week, The unior took the offensive,
ClOpresident Lewis lauriched a broadside against
the corpotration, demanding an investigation of
its ownership, He pledged full CIO support until
the auto workers won their strike, realizing the
noticeable effect it was having on the steel organ-
izing campaign. Flying squads of organizers were
signing up thousands of steel workers into the
CIO's Steel Workers Organizing Committee.

On January 13, Murphy called both sides into
conference and two days later GM agreed to a
truce, National bargaining would begin on the
18th—solely with the UAW—on all eight issues,
Seventeen struck plants would remain closed
pending a settlement, There would be no dis-
crimination against any worker because of union
membership. Neither side could break off ne-
gotiations for at least 15 days. The sit-downers
would evacuate the plants before the 18th but
GM would not remove tools, dies or materials
from any of the struck plants. The key issue
was that the UAW would be the sole bargaining
agent,

The rank-and-file sit-downers didn’t like the
smell of it, although GM had finally been forced
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to sign something, (Prior to thatthe corporation
said they would not even negotiate unless the
plants were evacuated first, and had always
maintained that the UAW only represented a
small ‘‘minority,’’) Travis and the Flint leader-
ship had not been involved in the negotiations
leading to this agreement and didn’t like.it either.
They felt it put GM on the offensive again, since
with every passing day in the 15-day periodthere
would be increasing pressure on the union to
accept less and less of what it wanted before
GM would be able to break off negotiztions,
Travis pointed out that the strike was built
around the occupation of the plants and to evac-
uate them without a contract would appear to be
backing down. Adding tothese misgivings wasthe
fact that Travis, Kraus and two Reuther brothers
(Roy and Victor) were arrested just at thattime
for ‘‘unlawful assembly’’ (because of their
leadership at Bulls Run).-Despite this, the union
kept its end of the bargain, Guide Lamp in An-
derson, Indiana was evacuated first (and the out-
side pickets were attacked immediately after-
wards by vigilantes); then came Cadillac and
Fleetwood on Detroit’s West Side, marching out
with banners flying, ‘‘Today GM, Tomorrow
Fordl'*

For the rank and file it ‘*was difficult to ac-
cept a truce’’ 42 rather than definite victory and
outright union recognition, Nevertheless, plans
were made for Fisher Nos. 1 and 2to march out
in a body on Sunday, January 17, after a special
chicken dinner inside, Everything was cleaned up,
the workers had their bags packed and Fisher
No. 1 was about ready toparade to the buses that
would take them to No. 2 for amass demonstra-
tion when the hitch came,

Bill Lawrence, a United Press reporter, hap-
pened to hand Henry Kraus a press release which
he had taken from George Boyson’s desk, and
asked for the union’s comment, The release,
scheduled for issuance after the evacuation of the
plants, announced that GM had agreed to meet
with the Flint Alliance on Tuesday to discuss
‘‘representation’’ and recognition by the com-
pany. This was a direct violation of the agree-
ment to bargain solely with the UAW, Travis sent
runners immediately to both body plants to halt
the evacuations while the workers discussedthe
new turn of events, Although UAW president Mar-

*Watching events carefully, ‘“King’’ Henry Ford
had ordered the construction of heavy, wired
doors right to the top of each entrance at his
River Rouge plant, largest auto factory in the
world, employing over 65,000 workers, Barbed
wire was strung around all fences and a push-
button tear-gas system was set up inside the
plant, Workers were frisked for leaflets before
entering.

tin, when notified, saw ‘no &
devel.opment, CIO director mBi:g;g;magd 11?1:23
President Mortimer agreed with Travis’ move.
When the proposal was made to remain inside
Fisher No. 1, the workers cheered, A welcom-

ing crowd of 5,000 outside applauded wildly when.

they heard the decision ten minutes aftes the sif.
gg::ers had been scheduled to Ieave.t-hHeoﬂg

=d for five minutes as the men linedthe win-
dows of the plant, waving to their tamilies ana
fellow strikers, A dummy figure labeled ‘*GM
stoolpigeon’” was lowered to the groundandtorn
to shreds, Another rally of 10,000 at Fisher No.
2 zlso cheered Mortimer’ s announcement that the
sit-downers had decided to stick it out in the face
of GM’s doublecross,

There was a victory air at Pengelly Hall,
““The strike and the union had suddenly attained
full maturity,’”” 42 The workers felt GM couldn’t
bergain with two unions—‘‘You can’t have an
eight-hour shift on one end of an assembly line
and six on ancther.”’

GM ten walked out of the negotiations and
the workers tightened their lines once more, It
was beck to scratch again,

O: January 20, all Buickplanis were forced
to close, New negotiations were undertaken in
Washington 2t Roosevelt's request, However, GM
quit those parleys two days later and, with pro-
duction virtuzlly at a standstill, vowedto reopen
its struck plants, At that point Lewis demanded
that Roos=swvelt enforce collective bargaining
under the law and force GM tonegotiate. Roose-
velt refused to do this, answering: ‘I think in
the interests of peace there come moments when
statements, conversations and headlines are not
in order,”” 44

GM chose to interpret these remarks as a
go-zhead signal to open a strike-breaking drive.
Economic conditions were worsening, a time
when anti-strike movements flourish, While the
UAW was fighting to relieve these hardships
by getting relief for its members, and was sign-
ing up new members all the time, the corpora-
tion launched its drive,

I announced that 79 per cent of its workers
had “‘voted to return to work,’’ Since GM was
very ‘‘concerned’’ about its workers, it would
‘*‘make work’’ for them and get them off welfare,
On the 25th the union answeredthis with a strike
in the Oakland plant, one of the fewplaces where
actual assembly work was taking place.

On that same day Boyson announced that the
Flint Alliance would ‘‘take an active part in ef-
forts to reopen the plants.’”” On the 26th GM re-
fused to attend a meeting called by Secretary of
Labor Perkins in Washington, which Roosevelt




Women's Emergency Brigade prepares to march,

termed ‘‘unfortunate.’’45 Then the company
launced an all-out drive to break the strike,

Vigilantes smashed UAW headquarters at
Anderson, Indiana and ran the union organizers
out of'town. Five pickets were clubbed by cops
on a line in front of the Cadillacplant in Detroit.
Mrs, Agnes Gotten, wife of a striker, sought to
block police from escorting scabs inside and was
clubbed from behind, requiring five stitches in
her head, But 1,500 pickets succeeded in pre-
venting any strikebreakers from entering, de-
spite the presence of 200 hose-carrying cops.
The Flint Alliance met to whip up 2 frenzy
against the strikers,

The state legislature sponsored 2 bill igout-
law sit-down strikes, The Alliance besisged four
union officials in Saginaw and beat them up,
nearly murdering them, Finally, on the 27th,
GM reopened non-struck plants, mostly in
Chevrolet, employing 40,000 workers, Although
it had actually closed them prematurely, to
throw workers on the street and blame the UAW
for their plight, it was now opening them with no
real chance of assembling cars. About all that
could be done was to build up an inventory of
parts, Travis felt, however, that it wasn’t the
worst thing for a lot of laid-off members to be
working as long as the body plants were closed
and GM couldn’t start actual production.

But the corporation wasn’t content with these
counter-moves, It sought out a judge who didn’t
own GM stock and filed for an injunction, on
grounds—true, of course—that it was losing
money to Ford and Chrysler, It demanded im-
mediate evacuation of the Fisher Body plants and
prohibition of outside picketing, On February 1

"two=by-fours" in hand

the union was served with a show-cause order
to explain why it should not bow tothe injunction,
On the same day arch to Saginaw protesting
the beating of the ‘our union officials was counter-
manded by national UAW headquarters at Mur-
phy’s request, Travis, angry, pointed out that
Murphy could have protected the officials but
didn’t,

GM had effectively seized the offensive: it
had reopened its non-striking plants, and the
union appeared powerless to prevent it, Having
passed its peak, the union weld inevitably fall
back and grow weaker, with the chance that the
strike might be lost or demands watered down
beyond recognition, unless a counter-offensive
were launched. That is exactly what Travis and
the strikers produced.

The Capture
of Chevy 4

Across Chevrolet Avenue from Fisher Body
No. 2, spread out on 80 acres and bisected by
the Flint River, stood nine Chevrolet factories.
At 3:30 every afternoon 7,000 night-shift work
ers replaced the 7,000 on the day shift. Half of
the 14,000 total worked in one factory—Chev;
No. 4, the motor assembly plant whichproduc
all one million Chevrolet engines each vea
was the largest single unit of the GM einpire,
To seize it 'vould remove the struggle from the
courts and put it back in the plants where
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workers had an even chance, Yet, to capture it
appeared nearly impossible,

The plant superintendent, storm trooper Ar-
nold Lenz, had instituted a reign of terror, He had
concentrated an army of armed guards inside to
patrol day and night, The union was growing, and
Lenz was firing workers left and right for union
activities,

As it happened, the union had uncovered 2
Pinkerton agent, ‘‘Frenchy’’ DuBuec, and was
holding and using him to get information, Travis
ordered the stoolie tocall his Pinkerton boss and
tell him that Travis had asked him directly about
Chevy No.4—about the docks, the approaches,
whether or not a boat could be brought up the
Flint River to the plant, etc.

The Pinkerton boss told DuBuc that Travis was
kidding him. ‘“He knows goddamn well the union
couldn’t take Chevy 4,”” 46 Thus Travis estab-
lished in his own mind that GM was confident the
union would not be so foolhardy as to try to sit
down in No. 4.

Lenz fired three more men for union activi-
ties on Friday, January 29. Travis calleda Chev-
rolet membership meeting for Sunday night and
1,500 workers responded, He told them the situa-
tion, outlined the goon attacks, and said the union
must demand that the UAW members be rehired.
The meeting roared approval, He then told the
workers to ‘‘keep your eyes open’’ and ‘‘you’ll
know what to do,’”’ The meeting was adjourned,
but 150 stewards and organizers were told to
remain, Travis, Kraus and Roy Reuther went into
a nearby darkened room, lighted only by a candle,
The men were told to enter one by one. As they
did, the three-man committee selected 30 of the
““most trusted,’”’ .sending the rest home with slips
of paper containing ‘‘secret orders:’”’ ‘‘tollow
the man who takes the lead.”’

The 30 who remained were told that at exactly
3:20 the next afternoon there would be a sit-down
in Chevy NINE. Those in Chevy plants Nos. 4 and
6 were told to sittight and remain at work, not to
help out at No, 9, When some voiced objections
to striking No, 9, they were satisfied with the
answer that No. 9 was stronger in union member-
ship and ‘‘easier to defend,”’

Travis then took aside the two most trusted
union leaders from No, 9 and told them that they
had to hold the plant just until 4:10, until Chevy
No. 6 was ‘‘taken,’’ that No, 6 wasthe ‘‘real tar-
get.”” Meanwhile Travis had told three leaders
from No, 6 and No, 4—Ed Cronk, Howard Foster
and Kermit Johnson—that No. 9 was only to be
used as a decoy; that Cronk in No. 6 was to rally
his men and then take them over to No. 4 and
help the other two pull it down, Thus, only six
people—Travis, Kraus, Reuther, Cronk, Foster
and Johnson—knew that No, 4 wasthe actualtar-
get.

But what about the armed camp in No, 47
Reuther and Kraus told Travis they were a bit
dubious about some of the 30 ‘‘select few’’ he had
picked to tell about the plan to take No. 9. They
said they were sure the information would get
back to Lenz through at least one stoolie, That,
Travis said, was precisely what he wanted. He
felt that whatever these 30 men were told would
be all over the company in the morning. The only
way to defeat the company’s stoolpigeon system
was to use it—to go through an intricate, elab-
orate ‘‘secret’’ procedure, with ‘‘darkened
rooms,’’ ‘‘secret orders’’ on slips of paper, and
the rest,

In this way, when the few ‘‘dubious’’ choices
among the 30 brought the news back to Lenz about
Chevy No. 9 being the target, Travis reasoned
the ‘‘super’’ would believe it, first, because of
the extreme measures taken to keep it a secret,
and secondbecause Lenz and the Pinkertons were
sure the union would never make an attempt to
capture the ‘‘impregnable’’ No, 4. Travis was
counting on the GM spv system to give the com-
pany the wrong information. In this manner No.
9 was set up as a decoy todraw all the company
guards away from No. 4 and allow its seizure
by the workers.

rI:e next afternoon, February 1, at the very
moment the hearings were taking place in court
on GM’s new injunction bid, Travis calleda mass
meeting at the union hall, billed as a inobiliza-
tion for a ‘‘protest march'’ on the courthouse,
Thousands showed up and the Women's Emer-
gency Brigade appeared in force, Meanwhile
the union sound trucks circled the city, sur-
rounded by union guards, and finally, through
devious routes, at 3:05 came to rest facing Nos.
9 and 6,

Five minutes later at the union hall Dorothy
Kraus rushed up to Travis ‘‘breathlessly’’ and
handed him a slip of paper. Travis turned grimly
to the crowd gathered to marchto the courthouse
and said ‘“They’re beating up our boys at Chevy
Nine. I suggest we go right down there.”” 47 Un~-
known to the workers, the slip of paper was blank.

The crowd made a mad rush for the stairs and
outside a long line of cars was waiting with mo-
tors running, The workers were at No, 8 in a few
minutes, Newsmen, who had been ‘‘tipped off’’
earlier, were already there. And, sure enough,
there was ‘“trouble,’’

Lenz had fallen into the trap completely, The
entire armed force from the whole Chevrolet
division had been stationed at the personnel build-
ing next to No. 9. At 3:20, when the night shift
marched in yelling ‘‘Strike!’’ the guards closed
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strikers grew, ‘‘courage addedto courage. There
was practically no physical violence, . . . Kelly
Malone with wrench in hand (went) tearing down
the lines and yelling: ‘Get off your job, you dirty
scaby’ Yet he never touched a man—all melted

with fright before him,’’ 50
Soon the strikers were hundreds strong,
‘f‘Everywhere at key conveyors, squads of union
men were stationed, Others were set to guard
gateq and mount lookout,’’ Wxth several depart-
. 9 4 e

Breaking wmdows af Chevy 9 battle

ments still to be shut, ‘‘the united union forces
. » « like a swarm of locusts passed among the
machines, leaving silence and inertness where
they went,’’ 51

When the foremen tried to regroup and one
official urged the more passive workers to re-
take the plant ‘‘Joe Sayen ran perilously along
the narrow balcony railing and leaping to a
cafeteria table right in the midst of the listeners
began shouting to drown the plant official out,”’
The foremen retreated to the superintendent’s
office and locked the door but Cronk andhis men
broke it open and told them, ‘¢ You’ve got five min-
utes to get out!’”’ One official tried to call for
reinforcements but Cronk pushed him aside
and ripped the phone from the wall. The company
men fled.

““The fight was over; the enormous plant was
dead, The vast complex with its dizzying profu-
sion of conveyors and machines was sprawled
out like a wounded giant, The unionists were in
complete control. Everywhere they were speak-
ing to undecided workers.

“ ‘We want you boys to stay with us, It won’t
be long and everything will be settled. Then we’ll
have a union and things will be different.’

““Many of the workers reached their decision
in this moment, Others went home, undeterred by
the strikers. About twothousand remainedandan
equal number went off, But as they left ., . . the
majority of them, following an impulse of incip-
ient solidarity, dropped their lunches into huge
gondolas, half filling several of them with what
proved to be a much needed extra supply of
food,’’ 52

When, at about 4:15, they ‘‘had driven the
foremen out, they began barricading the plant
exits. . . . The plant guards returning from

Chevy 9 after the battle tried to enter by the
northeast gate but the men drove them off with
pistons, connecting rods and rocker arm rods
while others brought fire hoses and squirted
water and foamite at tlie would-be invaders,’’ 53

By this time pickets and a sound truck came
over from Fisher No, 2 across Chevrolet Avenue,
A member of the Women’s Emergency Brigade
jumped to the mike and reported that the women
from Chevy No. 8’s battle ‘‘have gone to the
auxiliary hall to wipe their eyes clear of the tear
gas and will soon be back, We don’t want vio-
lence . ., . but we are going to protect our hus-
bands,’’ 34

Soon down the hill they came, a procession
of women hundreds strong in bright red caps,
singing ‘‘Hold the Fort for we are coming.. ..’
They spread out in front of the plant gates,
amid cheers from the men inside andthe watch-
ing erowd, andlocked arms, If any cops or troops
were to attempt to break into the plant, it wac
plain they would first have to go over these
women’s bodies. Not one attempt was made as
the women entrenched themselves, preparing
to stay the night.

Inside the plant, workers were busily filling
huge gondola cars with stoek, parts and weights,
Then electric trucks were hitched to them and
dragged the 8,000-pound loads against the rear
doors, A crane was used to lift a second layer
of loaded gondolas on top of the first and then
still a third layer was hoisted into place. At
4:45 P,M, on February 1, Chevrolef plant No,
4, producer of a million motors a year, largest
unit in the world-wide General Motors empire,
‘‘impregnable’’ against attack, hadbeen secured
by the men of the UAW=-CIO, The women were
standing in front of them, daring any cop, com-
pany goon or national guardsman to retake it,
The brilliant plan conceived by Travis and the
ingenuity and heroism of the strikers had stabbed
at the very heart of the billion-dollar auto giant,

As darkness descended, Joe Sayen, who short-
ly before had acted so heroically inside the
plant, climbedthe fence and addressed the throng

‘“We want the whole world to understand what
we are fighting for, We are fighting for freedom
and life and liberty. This is our one great -
portunity. What if we should be defeated? Wha:
if we should be killed? We have only one lifs,
That’s all we can lose and we might as well die
like heroes than like slaves,’’ 55

On the 34th day of the great Flint sit-dowr,
the workers had once again taken the ofiensive.

'Il‘le GM ‘‘back-to-work’’ movement had been
stopped in its tracks. Murphy was forioms, Ne-
gotiations had been ‘“wrecked '™ hes

said, Pri-
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While injunction hecrings were toking ploce in Courthouse (A}, unionists (B) were s
preparing to march to Court. When reports of “trouble" came from Chevy No. 9 (C), T
workers rushed there to help out ogainst concentration of entire force of company
guards battling potential sit—down. Thus GM left Chevy No, 4 (E) defenseless,
While struggle roged in Neo. 9, worken in Chevy No. 6 (D) shut down that plant
and moved to join forces with brothers in Chevy No, 4 (E). In this way GM's larg-
est plont was coptured while o decoy bottle was occurring in Chevy No. 9, from

which workers morched our "defegted.”

vately, he had ‘‘violently castigated’’ the use of
the sit-down tactic, 56 He ordered troops into
the area around Chevy No. 4, They were partly
under the command of Captain Henry McNaugh-
ton, who haa served inthe U,S, force that had in-
vaded the Soviet Union after World War I, The
troops took possession of all streets and ap-
proaches, isolating both the Chevy plant and
Fisher Body No. 2 across the street. Virtual
martial law was declared. Guards with fixed
bayonets surrounded No, 4, Eight machine guns
and 37 mm, howltzers were mounted on the hill
overlooking both plants, Tear gas was held in
reserve, No one was allowed into the plants,
which effectively shut off the food supply, Fish-
er No, 2 was completely sealed off from both
union contact and from visits by the strikers’
families, The National Guard was uppedto 2,300
and finally to 4,000, An injunction signed by Judge
Gladola on February 2 ordered the workers to
abandon the plants or face ‘‘ejection’’ in 24 hours.
The writ also forbade street picketing. The

T FISHER
BODY# 1
"

Women’s Emergency Brigade was forced out of
the area,

Then the heat was shut off in the two plants.
The workers immediately threatened to start
huge bonfires to warm themselves., On went the
heat, Next the lights were shut, Againthe workers
warned that every one of the 3,000 men now in-
side would light a torch of waste paper in order
to ‘“see,”” On went the lights, On February 3 the
National Guard was forced to lift the food ban,
under dire threats of ‘“damage’’ inside the plants,
The lunches left by those workers who had not
stayed in Chevy Four proved invaluable during
those first two days.

This war of nerves was too much for GM, With
hundreds of millions of dollars worth of ma-
chinery at stake, on February 4 it agreedto re-
sume negotiations, By agreeing to talk while the
workers remained in possession of the plants, the
corporation was making a fundamental conces-
sion, Earlier it had refused to negotiate unless
the plants were evacuated,

Union
Office
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On February 7 Lewis joined the talks in De=-
troit, along with Mortimer and attorney Lee
Pressman, Mortimer replaced Martin who had
been sent on tour to prevent him from fouling up
the negotiations, The union reduced its “‘recog-
nition’’ demand to one of sole bargaining agent
in the 20 struck plants, which included the key
ones, and agent for its members only inthe rest,

Meanwhile, the AFL continued its treachery.
Having previously wired GM its support, and
labeled the strike a ‘‘defeat,”’ it now ‘‘demanded”’
that the company reopen its plants, Its own
craft members had ‘‘never voted’’ for a strike,
whined the AFL ‘‘leaders,’” and therefore they
were being ‘‘ordered’’ backto work, Cleveland's
Fisher Body plant had six AFL members. When
Lewis was asked what effect this ‘‘order’’ might
have on the strike he replied, ‘‘Did that man go
back to work ?? 57

AFL President William Greenhadreportedly
received a promise from Roosevelt that the
President would not intervene in the strike on
behalf of the CIO, 5% Now Green asked GM not
to recognize the UAW. This AFL scabbing had
about as much effect on the UAW as a worm
attempting to stop a Mack truck. (*)

The tension continued to mount. The sheriff
read the injunction order tothe sit-downers, de~
manding they leave the plants, After the workers
refused, he asked Murphy for aid in ousting them
and arresting their leaders.(**) By now Fisher
No. 1—free from Guard patrol, two miles from
the besieged plants—had 3,000 men on the inside.
Murphy kept holding off, hoping he could get an
agreement and maintain an untarnished image.
But the company forces would not let him rest
easily.

City officials continued to recruit vigilantes,
By February 8 there existed an armed force of
4,000 National Guardsmen, 1,000 deputized vi-
gilantes, the Flint cops and the Flint Alliance,
all ‘“‘ready to move.”” The Michigan Sheriff’s
Association offered 1,300 additional deputies.

*For example, on February 7 the UAW, running
candidates in Chrysler’s own company union
elections, won 84 of 109 positions, in effect tak-
ing over the stooge outfit and placing UAW in
command, Chrysler immediately raised wages
10 per cent across the board, It wanted no part
of a GM-style sit-down, especially when Chrysler
production was increasing steadily at the ex-
pense of its struck rival.

**ft was later revealed that, in preparation
against such arrests, members of the Union La-
bor Post No, 1—the ‘“Union War Vets’’—had plans
to ‘‘take over the city hall, the eourthouse and
police headquarters, capture and imprison all
officials and release the union men!’ (As re~
ported by Kraus, p, 248)

The vigilantes were being put through ‘‘dress
rehearsals’’ by the sheriff and city officials,
Plans were discussed about how to oust the
strikers. Many of these forces were among the
lesser lights in the company scheme of things
and felt 2 UAW victory would mean the end of
their “‘cut of the pie.”

The guestion arose among the union strate-
gists of what to do in case of a full-scale attack,
Initially, when the Guard had surrounded the two

Sheriff Walcott after
reading injunction

plants, Walter Reuther (who bhadcome overfrom
Detroit where he headed the West Side local
174) ¢‘felt that the workcis should be told not to
resist the Guards actively but to sprawl out on
the floors and force the troops to carry them
bodily out of the plant.”’ 5¢ Kraus and others
had disagreed with this idea, When ‘‘passive
resistance’’ or a ‘‘short protest and then sur-
render’’ proposal was raised again, Travis shot
back:

“You're not going to tell workers to fight five
minutes ...andthenstop... . The "ve either got
to fight or give in—there’s no two ways about i,
Well, suppose we tell them not to fight because
it’s impossible defeating such a superior force?
Do you know what will happen? They’ll march out
of those plants like whipped dogs, Notallthe talk
in the world afterwards is going to change that,
By taking the plants away from those boys now °
it would mean tearing the heart right out of
them.,?’ 60

The strike leader then declared that ‘‘we've
got to tell them to be prepared to fight, . . . I
don’t think 1’1l ever come to that point because
Governor Murphy isn’t going to be responsible
for bloodshed at this late date. But the only way

—
=

*

‘to asgure that is to take the attjtude that we

won’t surrender to anybody, We fought the cops,
we fought the eompany thugs, and we can fight
the National Guard, too, the way we did in To-
ledo. . . .’ 61 (My emphasis—W.,L.) No one
challenged this strategy.

Rumors spread that an attack was imminent,
that Murphy would finally use the Guard, Inside
Fisher Body No. 2, one worker, Francis
O’ Rourke, had been keeping a day-by-day Earv:
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Tmetion 3=s beess granted and Sheriff Wol-
oo = commy dowsm o take us out, We're not
foncimy ouf, WeSting, waiting, waiting, won’t he
sver comms | WeE can't get news from the outside
Zms cEo T g=t o=ws out, It's nerve wracking, Just
w===¢ for the sheriff and wondering when we
g0 =fo azctioe, 1 hope none of us get hurt, All
gooc === they zre and don’t want violence,
We're oot coming out though, ., '’ 62 »
Imside Fisher No, 1, 3,000 workers were pre-
paering for the worst. Daily drills were being

2=1Z with an ““Officer of the Day’’ in command

= case of attack, A certain crane whistle was
to signalacalltoarms, Everyone hadhis ordérs,
our men were to attach each hose to the open-
ings in the sheet-metal plates, already fitted
with nozzles in place. Water was kept at full
ressure at all times, On February 5 a shanty
with pickets inside was placed over a nearby
manhole cover, guarding the only spot from which
the city water supply could be turned off, Foam-
ite guns mounted ontwo wheels, resembling can~
non, were rolled into place. Although banned,
there were some rifles and revolvers on hand.
The ventilators were plugged to prevent gas
from being poured in through them.,

A majority of the strikers signed up in a
‘efight-to-the-death committee,’”’ Their plan was
to battle any attacker on a floor-to-floor basis,
right up to the roof. They feit they could hold out

"ﬂ. —d

i
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indefinitely, A two-week supply of canned food had
been 'shifted upstairs., On February 2, the menin
both Fisher Body plants then sent wires to Mur-
phy:

“, « « The police of the city of Flint belong to
General Motors, The sheriff of Genesee County
belongs to General Motors. The judges of Genesee
‘County belong to General Motors....It remains
to be seen whether the Governor of the State also
belongs to General Motors. Governor, we have
decided to stay in the plant; We have no illusions
about the sacrifices which this decision will én-
tail, We fully expect that if a violent etfort is
made to oust us many of us will be killed and we

take this means of making it known to our wives,
to our children, to the people of the state of
Michigan and the country, that if this result fol-
lows from the attempt to eject us, you are the
one who must be held responsible for our
deaths!’’ 63

Counting the days ... Feb. 9, 1?37

’I:lat was the answer of the strikers inside:
outside the preparations were no less militant,
Travis had requested mass assistance for a pos-
sible showdown. Locals in his Toledohome base
immediately began sendiyg five hundréd io a
thousand men ready to remain in Flint at least
an entire week, Auto-Lite and other plants shut
down because so many workers had left their
jobs to go to the aid of their brothers and sisters
in Flint, Cars were streaming in from all over
Michigan., Thousands of workers were pouring
over the roads leading fron: Detroit to the em-
battled workers. Ten thousand cameé from that
city’s Dodge and Chrysler plants alone, Kelsey-
Hayes had to shut its doors because its workers
weré marching to Fisher Body, And 20,00(
of Flint’s own had begun massging at the two
Body plants, Chevy No. 4 hadbeen capturedafter
the injunction had been issued andtherefore was
not included in the ouster order.

The union declared February 3 ‘“Women’s
Day.’’ Hundreds of women began drriving—from
Detroit, Toledo, Lansing, and Pontiac, The Flint
Women’s Emergency Brigade started massing
5,000 women for the occasion,

The women decided to demonstrate right in the
heart of Flint, Parading with their childrenthey
carried signs reading: ‘“We Stand by Our Heroes
in the Plants;’’ ‘“Our Daddies Fightfor Us Little
Tykes,”” As the deadline neared the women
magched to Fisher No. 1, merging with the thous-
ands already there and encircledthe entire length
and breadth of the plant, six abreast in a loop
both ways, the biggest picket line in Flint's
history. There was to be no last-minute sur-
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" The 'Red Berefs’

render, As the 5,000 women wearing their bright
red berets arrived at the plant carrying clubs,
stove pokers, crowbars and lead pipes the sit-
downers inside went wild. A Chevy No. 4 worker
aptly described their feelings:

‘It was like we was soldiers holding the fort
It was like war, The guys with me became my
buddies, I remember as a kid in school readin’
about Davey Crockett and the last stand at the
Alamo., You know, mister, that’s how I felt,
Yes, sir, Chevy No, 4 was my Alamo.’'(64)

With world-wide interest focused on that
‘“war,’’ the stage was set for a showdown,

B’Iulphy had reached the end of his rope.

On the evening of February 10 he brought the in-
junction order to Lewis’ hotel room to tell him
it would be servedto oust the sit-downers, Lewlis
replied that if that happened he would march
straight to"the plant and go inside to face the
Guard alongside the workers.(*) 65

With tens of thousands of workers in Flint
surrounding the plants and refusing to surrender,
with the heat and light at Chevy 4 turned off on
February 9 and 10, andnearly 5,000 sit-downers
prepared to ‘‘fight tothe death,’’ on February 11,
the 44th day of the sit-down, General Motors
gave up, It signeda contract with the UAW recog-
nizing the union as sole bargaining agent in the
20 struck plants, and for all its members in the
other plants, and agreed not to deal with any other
group for at least six months. The union felt con-
fident—and was later proved correct—that this
was enough time to assure an overwhelming UAW

*Contrary to the wide-spread assumption that
Murphy never intended to use the troops to
forcibly remove the strikers, the Governor
testified before the Senate Judiciary Committee
on January 11, 1939 that, with Roosevelt's ap-

proval, he had reached the point of demanding
that the writ be carried out when negotiations
were near a breakdown,
Jan, 12-13, 1839)

(Detroit Free Press,

ts' mr_rch thrangh heart of Flint ...
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along with st ukers children

majority in the GM chain, All union members
were to be rehired and would suffer no dis-
crimination beca'HF of union activity. Union but-
tj s, a real organizing tool at that time, werse

ermitted tobe worn mqide the plants, Formerly,
\L'orkers had been fired on the spot for pinning
one on. The injunctions were dropped. Negotia-
18 would begin in five days on wages and work-
ing conditions, GM Immediately raised wages
5c an hour in the hope of ‘‘taking the play away
from the union,’’ but nearly all the workers
traced this $25 milll ‘case directly to the
UAW victory.

When the setiie:
downers for ratift
31 Chevy No.

‘i 1 ec

ns w

a8 brought to the sit-

harp discussion en-

ers were somewhat dis-

v were not included in the

vision, but it was felt that this

e achieved in less than six
I hs, T kers at Fisher Body No. 2 ap-

proved it after a long discussion. But at Fisher

Body No. 1 the men began firing questions at
helr leaders: ‘‘How about the speed of the line

How about the bosses—-will they be as tough zs

ever?’

Finally, one striker summed it up when he
said; ‘“What’s the use of kidding ourselves, All
that p ece of paper means is that we got 2 union.
The rest depends on us}’’ 66

The Flint workers had ‘“struck the biow whict
shattered the shackles of open shop tyrannoy,

Now the workers prepared to leave the placts
that had been their home for 44 long days. s
of them—¢‘John Thrasher of Standard Cottor
small feeder plant for Fisher One, whsr= °
sit-down closely paralleled that of the ==z =
unit’’—set down his thoughts on this occasioe

““As the exhiliration of our first unioce wic-
tory wore off the gang was occupied with thousse=
of Teavmg the silent factory. ...

“One found himsel wondering what bome Bis
would be like again, Nothing that happenedbefiors

the strike began seemed to register &= the =i
any more, I is as if time fisel started v &
strike,

“What will it be Iik

back tamorrow

L I B
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Img-sSlemtec machimes roaring again ? But that
SBkrSehtwe, ...

Ops mmus=s pack, Into 2 paper shopping bag I
Fiare e Simss which helped make my ‘house’
2 glacs to U= &In: bouse slippers, extra shirts,
Som &== mmderwear; razor and shaving equip-
mmese. two Docks: 2 reading lamp; andthe picture
of = wifs 8=t bung above my bed. , . .

E is pear time to go, Already there is a
goocly mummber of cars and people outside,
Brother worksrs wno have come to escortus out

of the plant, The first victory has been ours
bt the = ..3t over. We were strong enough

zll the combined forces of our
we shall continue to win only if
that through Solidarity we have

c.r is gpening,’’ 67
] I. on February 11 the whistle aounded
#2011 blast and the evacuation of Fisher Body !
] T e thousands waiting outside ..numf‘
mons headed up the line of workers
ut under a huge sign bearing the decla~
ration, \'lctory Is Ours!”’ All the strikers
d bundles of belongings on their backs.
of deafening cheers resounded as entire
} s leaped at the men, marching like a
soquering army. Lines formed and the two-
arade to the other plants began, As the
doubls row of marchers reached the top of the
hill facing Fisher No, 2 and Chevy No. 4, great
flares lit up the area, Confetti poured down and

the huge gates of No. 4 opened.
As editor Kraus described it:

AS “‘Lungs that
re already spent with cheering four

1d new

Support pours in from Dodge, Chrysler,

Midland Sfée|,

strength as the brave men whose brilliant coup
had turned the strike to definite victory beganto
descend the stairs, They looked haggard with
exhaustion, The mark of suffering was on them,
Yet their collective joy and pride submerged
all this, As they came out, wives and children
rushed to husbands and fathers who hadnot been
seen for ten fear-filled days, Strong, heavily-
bearded men were unashamed of tears. Then
someone began to sing Solidarity:

‘Solidarity forever.

‘Solidarity forever!

‘Solidarity forever!

‘For the union makes us strongl’
and as all joined in, the moment was carried
beyond its almost unbearable tenseness ar d

emotion,”' When Fisher No. 2 had emptied, the
cheering and noise ‘‘exceeded all bounds of
hearing.”’

The thousands sang ‘‘Solidarity Forever'' as

fluud
made

Third Avenue, a4 human

nter of the city. Theyhad

they surged into
headed for the cs
Flint a union town.
As UAW editor Ki
the time was expressed perie¢

the spirit of
v one slightly
later in the

aus noted,

tipsy worker to ¢ her celebrs
wee hours of th ving: “Emn -_", you gotta
believe me! it al e that’s talkin’, it’s the CIO

in me!”’

rI:.& immediate effects of this victory were

enormous. Although AFL head Green calle

A ; B i
P s ERetas ey
and from cities all over Michigan and Ohio




VICTORY! . 'Solldurify forever, For the union mokes us strong!'

settlement ‘‘a blow at all labor,” a wave of
strikes and sit-downs rolled across the country.
In Detroit alone, in the next two weeks 87 sit-
downs were begun, Packard, Goodyear, Goodrich
and General Electric’'s Lynn, Massidchusetts
plant annotinced immediate wage increases, Four
days after the workers had marghed out of GM's
plants UAW  membership reached 200,000,
Another 100,000 were signed up in the next few
months,

Briggs and Murray, two body manufactusers,
gave wage hikes on the 15th; Nash-Kelvinator
settled the next day; a second Briggs plant in

lint won time and one-half for overtime and a
wage increase after a 7% -hour sit-down on the
17th; 3,000 women in various factories sat down
in Detroit ongthe 18th; 2,000 more joined them
the next day, By the 22nd there were 75,000
auto workers in the UAW in Detroit alone, and
$75 million had been added to auto workers’
wages in that modelyear, On the 23rdten strikes
were won in a single day and Chrysler offered
increases in all departments, while agreeing to
negotiate a contract with the UAW for its 75,000

‘workers,

On the 24th, less than two weeks after the
Flint sit-down had ended, United Press estimated
that a minimum of 30,000 workers were sitting
in across the country, Seventeen strikes were
in progress in Detroit and 9,000 New England
shoe workers had just walked out. The next day
14 new sit-downs began in Detroit, And then

came the big one,

On March 2 United States Steel—the largest
steel company in the world and the other giant
bastion of the open shop alongside GM—signed
a contract with the CIQO’'s Steel Workers Organ-
izing Committee—~WITHOUT A STRIKE. After
long and bloody battles dating back to the 19th
century, a union had come to s zel, During the
auto strike, flying squads of organizers had
been blanketing the steel towns of Pennsylvania,
Ohio, Illinois, and other states signing up work-
ers by the thousands, The giant monopoly ap-
parently saw the handwriting on the wall and
wanted no part of a Flint-style offensive in its
own mills.

The next day General Electric announced it
would meet with the United Electrical Workers,
CIO, to discuss a contract for its 60,000 work-
ers. By March 3, 47 sit-down strikes had been
won in Detroit, and young women working in
Woolworth’s had smuggled cots into the stores
to attempt to bring down that million-dollar
corporation,

The CIO had set its sights on organizing five
million workers, a task which was virtually ac-
complished in less than four years, A half
century of battles, of Homestead, Haymarket,
1877, ' Pullman, packinghouse, 1919 in steel,
finally came to fruition inthe greatest industria
organizing drive the nation had ever seen, It h=22
been nurtured in Akron, spread to Toledo and
Cleveland, and then, when the CIOleadership set
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its sights on steel as the kingpin, the auto work-
ers had come along to upset the timetable, They
had determined that GM would be the kingpin,
and within GM it was to be Flint, ‘‘the belly of
the monster,’” There is hardly any doubt that the
44 days spent inside of Fisher Body Nos. 1 and
2 and Chevrolet Assembly No. 4 was the turning
point for the unionization of the mass-production
industries in the United States. As oneobserver
declared when the strike was barely ten days
old: ‘“The future of the Committee for Industrial
Organization, most hopeful development in the
history of the American labor movement, lies in
the hands of the sit-down strikers who have
occupied Fisher Body Plant No, 1 at Flint,
Michigan,’’ &3

That this was a turning point is easily demon-
strated: It was the first time that a national
union had thrown zll its weight behind one of its
sections, It represented the triumph of industrial
unionism ogver the more divisive AFL craft-type
unionism. As noted previously, it was the most
important single factor in spurring the union-
ization of Big Steel, It was ‘‘the first major test
of the industrial union drive ...moving forward
in steel and other mass production industries.’’
70 Shortly afierwards, the Supreme Court,
‘‘ecoincidentally,’” reversed its previous position
and declared the Wagner Act constitutional, mak-
ing certain basic workers’ rights legal,

Even more fundamentally, ‘‘the attack on GM
was basically an attack on one of the important
sectors of Wall Street,”’ 71 2 point well under-
stood by many of its leaders. Mortimer had told
the Fisher Body workers:

““This thing is deeper than most people real-
ize, Behind GM is the Steel Institute. Behindthe
Steel Institute are the DuPonts. It is a fight be-
tween the American working class and the tap
root of American capitalism,” 72

And behind GM was also the fascist Liberty
League and Black Legion, spawned by some of
the biggest corporate interests in the country.
The auto monopoly represented afinancial power
that was interlocked with finance capital through-
out the world. In organizing GM, the auto work-
ers were breaking through the enemy line at one
of its strongest points, which is why the reper-
cussions spread throughout the country, While
it was not a revolution—it did not, nor was its
aim to, transfer state power intothe hands of the
working class—it was a major confrontation in
the struggle between property rights and work-
ers’ rights, and many of the laws established
by the ruling class to keep the workers in check
were broken. GM’s president, Alfred Sloan,
himself recognized this new-found power of the
workers when he said:

““Through the . . . Courts the illegality of the
‘git-down’ was established, The strikers were

ordered out of the Corporation’s plants, They
deliberately refused to obey the orders of the
Court. They were found in contempt of the Court.
No effort was made by the local enforcement
authorities to enforce the orders of the Court
and the State itself took no action toward main-
taining the authority of the law. (Sloan should
have said no successful effort or action was
taken, since they certainly tried,—W.,L.) Under
such circumstances, the Corporation stood pow-
erless, Manifestly, it became a matter beyond
its power to control.’’ 73

What exactly was this power that could
strike at the ‘‘tap root’’ of capitalism and
render GM ‘‘powerless 7’

In the first place it was the overwhelming
rank-and-file character of the strike, It should
be remembered what the workers would have
faced in a prolonged organizing struggle: com-
pany spies, blacklists, strikebreaking, firing due
to union activity, tear gas, etc. The sit-down
overcame all of these obstacles., But almost by
definition it is in the nature of a sit~-down that
the rank and file must run it. It cannot succeed
otherwise, The sit-down has been described
as sort of a ‘“domestic poll of the workers.”’
Solidarity and unity are the cornerstones of
its success.

Through such participation of the mass, many
things became possible: demonstrations; mass
picketing barring entry and discouraging attack
through active defense; 24-hour picket lines;
agitation through bulletins, newspapers, sound
trucks, and mass singing of labor songs to bol-
ster morale; a democratically-run strike com-
mittee with direct and large rank-and-file
representation and therefore control; relief
committees: free food supply, ete. It was this
mass participation that enabled the workers to
‘‘take possession’’ of the plants andgainbacking
from the working-class population of a company
town. This helped provide the strong outside
support necessary to guarantee the existence of
the sit-downers inside., Many times it was the
overwhelming, all-pervasive character of the
mass in motion that was largely responsible
for the tremendous rapid growth of the union,
Workers seeing the power of the organized
group found it irresistible, especially as it
accumulated victories over a heretofore unbeat-
able enemy,

So predominant was this rank-and-file char-
acter that it moved in advance of the CIO leaders:
‘It is probably true that if ,,. the CIO had been
entirely free to pick (its) own time and place,
the struggle in automobiles would have come
somewhat later, might even have been post-
poned until after a victory had been won in stes!
or in rubber or incoal, The auto workers’ striks
was primarily a rank and file movement.’’ 7
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The success of the rank and file and its sit-
down was also based on the interlocking nature
of the assembly line. On the one hand the cor-
porations had constructed a method of production
that set men ‘‘apart,’”” concentrating on their
‘“own’’ job, as a cog in a wheel, what many
called ‘“dehumanization;’’ on the other hand, the
assembly line contained within itself the seeds
of power to congquer its owners, The key to its
operation was usually contained within a few
departments, and the organizers set about de-
veloping a strong core of union men in those
departments, vital links in a spiralling chain.
The soldering and welding department, ‘‘body-
in-white,”” was a key link in Fisher Body as was
Fisher Body itself in the over-all GM empire,
The belt is an interlocking form. Once cut at
certain spots it becomes inoperative, as was
certainly demonstrated in the lightening-like
actions involved in closing down Chevy Nos. 4
and 6.

To start a sit-down, a highly organized core
was all that was necessary, But a participating
and supporting mass was necessary to win it,

The importance of the workers to the assembly
line operation—who individually were cogs inthe
wheel but who collectively were the wheel itself—
was no better described than in the reactions of
one of the sit-downers after the plants were shut:
““Now we know our labor is more important
than the money of the stockholders, than the
gambling on Wall Street, than the doings of the
managers and foremen,’’

But it was not some amorphous, ‘‘pure’’
rank and file that created the victory on its own,
There was a core of leadership, and immersed
in this core were the communists,

Typical was a worker like Walter Moore,
Communist Party section organizer for auto in
Flint, an integral member of the five-man strike
strategy committee inside Fisher Body No. 1.
Communists were permeatingthe working class,
fighting for their long-advocated policy of in-
dustrial unionism to break the open shop in the
citadels of monopoly capital, As Lewis’ bio-
grapher, Saul Alinsky, no friend of the Left,
points out in reluctant admiration:

In 1933-34 ‘“when the AFL smashed the spirit
of unionism, it was the left-wingers who zeal-
ously worked day and night picking up the pieces
. « « and putting them together. . ..

““When the auto workers, filled with disgust,
built bonfires with their AFL membership cards,
it was the left-wingers mainly who kept fighting
against the disillusionment and cynicism that
swept the workers, It was they who kept organ-
izing and organizing and organizing.

‘“The leaders and organizers of the UAW
group in General Motors were the left-wing-
ers, Wyndham Mortimer and Robert Travis,

These two built e —hioe b=ide T ex Sl

empire. .
““Every place where new bhninsiris] mmoes
were being formed yome = miGSe-apes

Communists were workiog tirslessiy. . .

*“The fact is that the Comme=ist Party e
a major coniribeoiion in the organiry S w-
organized for the CIO™™

The Party hadorgzaniz
plants before the strike,
sit-down they distribut
Daily Worker inside and ide the plazts, v
special sections devoted o the auio ‘6‘:‘:‘15:“5.
Where these shop clubs sxisted, the sirfes w2
at its strongest, The effectiveness of the =g
unit of the Communist Party, said William Weiz
stone, Party Secretary for the State of Michisa=,
was proven in the Flint sit-down. 7%

The leadership position of commumisis =
these strike struggles was reflected insu it
uations as the one at Midland Steel,
factured frames for Plymouth and Lincoln. ?‘:::
to the union victory there, the company tri
bar strike organizer John Anderson from '_':
gotiations because he had been the Comm
Party candidate for the governor of M
1934,

|

Transport Workers, Foodand Tobacco Worksrs,
West Coast Longshoremen and Warehousemez,
the old Local (now District) 65, United Electrical
Workers, Rubber Workers, and many more, S5
of the 200 organizers sent out by the CIO’s ===l
Workers Organizing Committee were members
of the Communist Party,

The question arises, therefore, if the com-
munists played such a central role in this period,
why was the struggle not carried beyond unice-
ization of the mass production industries, z=
necessary and magnificent a contributionas thas
was ? What permitted the once-great CIO tosizk
into the morass of business unionism 2 generz-
tion later?

While there is no one simple answer, f::‘:-.-
mental weaknesses existed in the Party iz car-
ticular, and the left wing in general, that =2
great bearing on the question.

Perhaps the most important was the .;."
a forthright position concerning the role of
state, of the Roosevelt-Murphy governmer=,
class analysis of its function was sorely confizs se

Not only did the Party failto explainthe ¢
nature of the state, one that represente:‘.'j‘_' r=k
ing class and its laws against the workers, o=
the C.P. actually ealled for the use of the bosses
army, the National Guard, to protect the worksrsl

After the Battle of Bulls Run, the Daily Work-
er editoria.lized

‘“The pecple of Michigan certainiy casnct be

|.
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The Strike Committee meets in Fisher Body No. 1

with his (Murphy’s) initial statement;
uthorities under no condition are goingto
take sides inthis controversy.” Willthe Governor
take sides in the issue of justice vs, in-

of that aggree of mdustrlal democracy whit,h
unionization affords as against the black in-
dustrial autocracy of the General Motors Corpo-
n?

‘The progressive forces of this country
expect the Governor to use the National Guard,
now that it is in Flint, for the protection of the
rights of the workers, , . . (Murphy and Rooseé-
velt) must compel the General Motors Corpora-
tion to recogmze the union, . . /' 77

Certainly the communists must have known
what Mortimer later reported, that ‘‘the Roose-
velt Administration tried to pressure the ne-
goti committee into settlement on terms
ble to GM,'’ (*) 8 Andthey most definitely
f Roosevelt’s role in 1834 when he ob-
structed the auto workers’ efforts to organize
their own union under the NRA.

3 Qud Sir:‘_‘-r"._’- (et :'.!:_f. chairman
Consider the fact that Roosevelt,
posed champion of lective barg
the New Deal, failed to enforee
that his own inistration. had establ
When Lewis demanded that ‘‘the law
land’’ be carried oul, Roosevelt - avoic
issue, saying it was “‘not the time for head
lines.’’ This enabled GM to feel even m
secure in attempting to terrorize the w
into submission shortly after that,
and Murphy certainly did nothing impc
impede GM’'s use of armed co 1‘.;,‘.-'.li'.-_‘.' h
local police, the Flint Alliance, tear labor
spies and other assorted .‘:tamll'd 1-1! r class
practices. Rather, it was the workers i-. yldir
the plant machinery as ”hl‘.‘HI'."-.r:?:l"“ hat

decisive,

While, on the one hand, Michigan Party sec-
retary Weinstone did r_;i";( a ‘clear analysis i
a pamphlet published after the : ,r,.1.,-.,._- of why
Roosevelt drew back from using federal troops

against the strikers, on the other hand, in =
Daily Worker article (Jan. 16, 1937) distributes

1ld know at that time, of course, that
trike Lewis told Murphy that when he
asked Roosevelt whether the Pres-
order a forcible ouster of the sit-
m the plant, Roosevelt replied,
hem sit, John!’”’ Murphy told Lewis that

contradicted what Roosevelt had told
rnor, mamely, that the White House
the strikes ended even if that meant
cut the injunction and removing the
rce. Murphy complained that
‘put in the middle,”” To clear
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up the contradiction between the two stories .
that Roosevelt had told Murphy
Governor telephoned the President
troit, and unknown to Roosevelt, put I
extension to listen in. When Murphy
Roosevelt what Lewis had said a

President if he had changed

and Lewis, i

forcibly ousting the strikers, _
portedly said to Murphy, ‘‘Disregard whatssss
Mr. Lewis tells you.”” (As recotnted by ASSSSSS

in his biography of Lewis, p. 130)
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to possibly 50,000 auto workers, he said that
““The people now look to Governor Murphy
to fulfill the pledges which elected him to office.”’

Further illusions on the role of the govern-
ment along these lines were contained in the
afore-mentioned Daily Worker editorial: ‘‘The
Federal government and its spokesman in the
Governorship of Michigan (must) compel the
General Motors Corporation to recognize the
union, to acecept a national agreement and...
the strikers’ demands.’”” Although the Party
publication said it had warned the workers
previously not to rely on Roosevelt, it con-
tinued to talk of the Roosevelt Administration
as if it could represent the workers if enough
pressure was put on it. In its January 14th ed-
itorial it reiterated that the election ‘*“mandate
was violated again,’”” And again, on the next day
it demanded that the ‘*75th Congress , ., . bring
out into the light of day sinister details of this
giant trust,’”’ meaning GM.

In the last analysis, when Murphy said he was
sworn to ‘‘uphold the law,’”’ whose ‘‘law’’ did it
become? Obviously GM’s law, since to carry it
out he felt duty bound to remove the workers
from the plants, It was never a question of ‘‘up-
holding the law’’ by telling GM its thugs, police
and vigilantes would have to fight the National
Guard if they attempted to invade the struck
plants,

The Party failed to explain the class nature
of the law, at a time when hundreds of thousands
of workers, inside and putside the plants, were
reading its publications. The fact is that the sit-
downers DID break the ruling class’s laws in
occupying the factories, This presented an op-
portunity to explain the nature of the law and
WHY it was unjust, what class had enacted it
and for whose bFnefit.

The murky nature of the Party’s attitude on
the question of the class nature of the state was
clearly revealed in its position on Roosevelt’'s
“‘court-packing’! plan. When the Supreme Court
repeatedly struck down New Deal legislation,
Roosevelt proposed to expand the body to fif-
teen by adding six new justices to what was re-
ferred to as the ‘‘nine old men.”’ In supporting
this plan, the Party referred to the ‘‘nine old
men’’ as ‘‘puppets of Wall Street.”’ 79 Itthere-
by implied that the new Roosevelt-appointed
justices might serve the people rather than Wall
Street. While the people may certainly conduct
a fight for their rights through the courts as one
avenue of struggle, certainly the Commumist
Party was feeding illusions in what could be
gained from the Court jn a capitalist society,
by labeling one set of justices ‘“Wall Street
puppets’’ who could concelvably be overcome
by ‘‘better’’ ones who wouldn’t serve the ruling
class,

And just in case the new court didn’t do the
right thing, the Party declared that the “main
job will not be done until the White House and
Congress REPUDIATE COMPLETELY the
usurped powers of the Supreme Court,’’ (Daily
Worker, Feb. 8, 1937) This implied that some-
how the White House and Congress might be in-
clined to ‘‘protect’’ the people against the Court’s
arbitrary actions—feeding the belief in the ef-
fectiveness of the so-called checks andbalances
of the three branches of the ruling class’ gov-
ernment,

Despite the fact that the Party rana candidate
for President in 1936, for the most part it pushed
a position that tailed Roosevelt, It put its maiu
blast on the Republican candidate, Alf Landon,
labeling him the representative of the most
reactionary open-shoppers, like GM and U.S.
Steel, who might move to fascism. Even if that
were true, the C.P. clearly implied that the
Roosevelt Administration would somehow take
the workers’ side if ‘‘pushed’’ hard enough—
just the way it implies now that Johnson would
if freed from the Pentagon’'s ‘‘chains.”’

One must conclude that the communists play-
ed a fundamental role in organizing industrial
unions in the mass-production industries—from
which point an-advanced class battle could be
conducted—but failcd to supply the ideological
leadershlp which would guarantee the actual
carrying out of that battle. With the advent of
World War II, and the liquidation of most Party

. shop' clubs—and eventuall} the. Party itseli—

in the name of *‘unity,’’ the policy of supporting
Roosevelt in. 2 united front was carried to its
logical conclusion, THe ground» sork for Earl
Browder’'s 1944 dissolution of the Party—andhis
thesis that Workers and bosses could ‘“coop-
erate’’ in the post-war world for the benefit
of ‘“all’’—was laid in the earlier lack of a class
approach, of failing to understand that in one wa;
or another the state (Roosevelt) had to repre-
sent the corporate ruling class and that ulti-
mately only a workers’ state was the answer,
The post-war assault on the left-wing leaders
of the CIO succeeded, in part, because the Party
had failed to give the ideological leadership
necessary to withstand such an attack.

’I:e fact is that Roosevelt did not use Federal
troops to intervene on the side of GM because
of a chain of reasons: 1) The workers had an-
nounced in advance that they would offer stiff
resistance to any such attempts, anda bloodbz‘h
woruld follow, This would have seriously dan.

aged'the image of the ‘‘democratic’’ New Dez’
which Roosevelt was so carefully nurturing to
save the system duringthe disastrous depres-




sion, 2) Such open intervention
entire working class ag

tions and the Administration.

actions would be a severe blow to the Demo-
atic and therefore to the two-party
ste of which the workers were bound
S€ result might be-

yrkers’
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gher rel, possibl; ¢
al—or at least some form of “public owner-
; > means of producticn

(and Murphy) were caught in this

nature of the state was toc
following so closely on the
Democratic landslide.

In reading more than 100 copies of the Daily
Worker, from December, 1936 to March, 1837,
one finds no real exposure of the relationship
of the state to the ruling class, The Party’s own

members, for the most part, were part of a united

Roosevelt, It criticized him mainly

rot and the stick’? : that

bor reform while at the same
g all kinds of locally- and com-
violence to be used against the

8 the country. Certainly the
taken by the sit-downers in the
final days were in expectation that if the National
Guard was used at all it would be used against
them, From their own experience, that was the
only possible conclusion they could reach.

The C.P. based its support of the New Deal

on 2 umited front against fascism and monopoly.
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Bringing in the food to Fisher Body

But by relying on the Democrats, it fed the il-
lusion that a ruling-class party could give th
kind of leadership. It left the workihg class,

2lly unprepared for the
from the carrot to the stick

: seintaisnes 4
w1 mombers oy
Wit I I Elhay U

J War II, when the left-wing
th rooressive nature of the CIO
ut by a big business, Cold

War offensi

One ild say that the sweep of events
so swift and overwhelming that no one coul
have been prepared to gauge fully its implic
tions and act to guarantee against backsliding.
Although a socialist revolution was not net
sarily the order of the day, the ruling class
greatly feared the working masses might ap-
proach that idea if they b.oke out of the two-
party, ‘‘state-is-neutral’’ box, It was precisely
this fact that Roosevelt recognized and the C.P,
glossed over.

One might conclude that at least the working
¢lass could have emerged from this struggle
with the conviction that it needed an independent
political party (if it didn’t actually bring one
into being) and with 2 much greater understar
of the rule of the state, class society, and *
law,’”” These were functions which the C.P,
have performedbut apparently neglected, at
and thug many times fed ill

usions to the worke
on these fundamental questions,

Had the communists developed a long-ranze
strategy for socialist revolution, or at leass
stuck to the concept that a working-class sm
ing of the ruling-class state was necessar
along with establishment of a workers’ stats
apparatus, then they and thousands of w
would not have fallen intc the trap of reasonizg
that events would depend on who pushed &
‘“‘neutral,”’ ‘‘democratic’’ Roosevelt hardes
GM or the auto workers,
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Despite any shortcomings afterwards, the
Flint sit-down and its stimulus tothe CIOwas an
historic victory for the U.S. working class, With-
out it, the ability of the workers in the mass
production industries to fight big business would
have been severely hampered. The story of how
this advance was sold out by ‘‘leaders’’ such as
Walter Reuther is a subject in itself, However,
the recent period has seen the greatest wave of
wildcat strikes in auto in many years, The
failure of the Reuther leadership to fight the auto
companies is being exposed more znd more.
Rebellious workers who refuse to be saddled
with sellouts under three and five-vear contracts
are increasingly coming to the fore., Part of
the answer to these problems is a program con-
sisting of a thirty-hour week for forty hours
pay; an end to speed-up; worker control of pro-
duction standards; a worker-enforced safety
code; a ban on compulsory overtime; a grievance
procedure which can be backed up by strikes
in the face of company refusal to settle; and a
healthy wage increase to meet the rising cost
of living caused by skyrocketing profits,

To fight for such a program not only is the
“‘gspirit of '37'’ needed, but also a core of
rank-and-file militants to organize a national
rank-and-file movement on a plant-by-plant
basis around the country, similar to the kind
of organization Mortimer and Travis brought
to fruition in Flint, Cleveland and Detroit. And
what is needed to sustain such a movement is
true communist leadership with a working-class
ideology.

As the sit-downer noted when he left the
plant, ‘“The first victory has been ours but the
war is not over.’”’ To win that ‘‘war,’’ the power
of the working class must be correctly esti-
mated, If there is one overriding lesson to be
learnt from the Great Flint Sit-Down it is that
workers acting in unity and solidarity can triumph
over the most powerful weapons the ruling class
throws against them, Certainly the National
Guard had an overwhelming superiority in arms
with which to slaughter the auto workers. But
the strikers won because of the very contra-
dictions created by the system itself: the Guard
would have destroyed not only General Motors
if it invaded the plants, but the illusion that
workers have something to gain from a bosses’
state, bosses’ laws and a bosses’ party. Su-
periority of arms could not triumph because
the profit system had created an interlocking
assembly line, dependent on thousands of work-
ers for its operation, which, if destroyed, would
cause a breakdown in that very profit system.
Taking advantage of this contradiction, the work-
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SIT-DOWN i

(Original Music and Words Composed by
Maarice Sugar.)

| (1) Now »
e Whesn they tie the can to s union man Bat-}
Sit down! Bit down! ) They
Whea they give 'Im the sack, they'll take him back  Aad ©
Sit down! Sit down! For =
CHORUS o
Sit down, just take a seat, N
Bii down, snd rest your feet. For
st Bit down, you've got 'em beat, i
| Bit down! Sk down! Ne
(<} ]
When they smile and say, no raise in pay We
Sit down! Sit down! ezt
When you want the boss to come across ok &
ran Sit down! S down! And
" CHORUS =4
(8) O
When the speed-up comes, just twiddle your thombs Ass ¢
Bit down! 8it down! Wiaes
When yod want 'em to know they'd bettef go siow  They
Sit down! Sit down! Par t
CHORUS
.
st (4) Aad
When the boss won't talk, don't take a walk .
Sit down! Sit down! o
When the bess sees {hat, he'll want a little chat o=
Sit down! Sit down! -
CHORUS .
— "!‘E
- | SPIRIT OF UNION .=

b= 3
(Tune: Hinky Dinky Parley-Voo) e
We Union Men, are-out to win, Parlee-voo .

From the United Automobile Worker, Jan. 732

ers perfected the sit-down tactic and ““the
opened’’ slightly,

It remains for the present members of t=
UAW=-CIO, heirs to an inspiring heritazs, :: Exg
that door wide open, letting in the suncof 2 r==
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E = T~
and-file-led union once more, K could &=llto 5
auto workers to again take the lead—seting e
pace for similar movements 21l over &= conn
try—but this time to build z socisty &= waurs

the workers’ law, the workers' party zmd &
workers’ state is suprems,
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