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This 1s an abridged version of a pamphlet published some
time ago by the Radical Education Project, Ann Arbor, Michigan
(48107), USA. It had previously appeared in the February-March
1967 issue of the American nagazine Progressive Labor. The author,
a former editor of Challenge, is presently National Trade Union
Organiser of the American Progressive Labor Party (PLP), a Maoist
organisation. We do not of course endorse the views of the PLP on
current problems, and would almost certainly differ from them on
many problems of historical appraisal. But we Teel the factual
material described in this pamphlet should now become part of the

historical heritage of the working class, which is larger than any
organisation.

The original text contained a systematic oriticism of the i
role of the Communist Party during the events described - in i
particular of their complete lack of understanding of the role of
the capitalist state and of its various agencies (governors, courts, |
police, etc.). Although we endorse a great deal of this criticism 5
~ and fully realise that the British Communist Party today, with
its 'parliamentary road to socialism' is not really any different - !
- we have reluctantly omitted the detailed personal criticisms of = . |
the various personalities involved in order to shorten the text -
a little and because, a generation later and in a different national 1
‘context, these details have lost some of their pungency. o
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SOLIDARITY PREFACE

This pamphlet has a definite aim. It is not a ‘retreat into the
pastt. Nor is it a collector’s piece in the Museum of Labour History.
It is a contribution to the developing discussion among industrial militants
concerning methods of struggle more effective than,the~simple strike, We
firmly believe that without knowledge there is little understanding - and -
that without understanding there can be little meaningful struggle. We .
hope that reinforced by knowledge the current discussion on tactics will
soon e¢ulminate in some really effective action.

In Prance (May 1968) and Italy (throughout. 1969) thousands-of workers
‘have recently occupied their factories.* The lessons and diwplications of
these occupations still have to be ‘digested. We have to study the hopes
they gave rise to, the difficulties.they encountered and their reai, posi-
tive achievements. We have to understand the links between such struggles
and our objective of a world where the whole productive apparatus of society
is.managed by working people themselves. In Britain - where all we have
had so far is the abortive attempt to take over +the liverpool GEC factor=-
ies ** ~"these lessons are particularly important.

"This pamphlet documents a classical example of the tactic of the mass
sit~down strike. It tells the story of what happened at the General Motors
plents at Flint (Michigan) in the USA in 1936-37., What is important to us
~about these events of 30 years ago are the methods and tactics used. These
are becoming increasingly relevant today when more and more workers ar
realising the limitations of the traditional strike. '

When workers in dispute just down tools and walk out, they leave
their factory or site ~ the proper arena of struggle -~ uncontested. A walk~
out leaves the boss in physical control of his factory - a vantage point -
which we believe should be challenged and denied to him. fWalking out’
does not contest the employers' right to manage Ytheir' enterprises. It
breaks the unity and solidarity of the men. It does little to strengthen
their confidence in their own power and in their own ability to manage .the
plant, It has no obvious connection with the ultimate aim of workers!
management of society as a whole. d

#* .
Tor a description of the French events, see Solidarity Pamphlet No.30,

'Paris, May 1968'. We hope in the near future to publish an extensive

study of recent struggles in Ttaly. :

&k

See 'Solidarity' vol.VI, No.2 for an analysis of the achievements and
shortcomings of this movement.



- I -

This pamphlet deals in depth with how the American auto workers of
19%7 planned, executed and intermally organised thelr occupation of the
Flint plants. It describes the day by day* detalls .of the ovcupat¢on, the
defence and supply arrangemenbs and how it was ensured that as many workers
as possible were involved in as many tasks as possible. The role of the
women, the tactics of managemcnt, pclice and state officials, and the rolc
of the AFL bureaucrats are all gone into. Also described is how the strong
plants were used to pull out the weaker ones. Militants will find much of
interest in these and other details. ' '

The mass sit-down strikes in America in the thirties achieved their
objeotive: -industrial unionism. But let!s make no bones about it - these
objectives are not ours. Today demands such as. 'industrial unionism' or
tonc big union' are totally meaningless in terms of job or”aﬂ151t ion, if
not positively harmful. Workers should beware of 'industrial unionisum'
when everyone from the Daily Telegraph to company directors, from retired
trade union officials to retired generals, is jumping in on the act. What
these people have in mind is better methods of fdisciplining'! and control-
ling the workers ~ a closed shop applied by the management, all union dues.
deducted from the wage racket by the employers, officials everywihere,
snoop;nr around to prevent any self-activity of the rank and file., Indus-

al unionism today simply means workers having to deal with larger and
morc monolithic trade union bureaucracies which arc just as much obstacles
on the  path of rank-and-file orzanisation as any employer. The development
of the United Autoc Workers - wblch emerged as a powerful force as a rcesult
of tie cvents described in this pamphlet - is an object lesson iﬁafhlo res-
pect. Within two decades the UAW had become an instrument for controlling
and dominating the workers instcad of an instrument by which the workers
might exercise some control and domination over their conditions of work.
The inherent. tendencies towards bureaucratisation, built into the original
structure of the UAW, were given a tremendous impetus by the Second World
War, when union representatives sat on many government bodies. (The same
process has gone on more slowly in relation to British.unions, but the

direction is undoubtedly the same.) The rcal lesson is to learn how to
avoid creating a Frankeunstein, '

Some might ask whether the tremendous Flint

truggle was !'worthwhile'
11 that resulted, two decades later, was an additional straitjacket

pon the American auto workers, namely the bureaucracy of the UAW. It is
meaniniless, however, to pose the guestion in this way. Conditions
GM plants were intolersble prior to the sit-down and
as a result of this gigantic struggle.
'worthwhile!.

in the .
improved substantially
In this sense the struggle.was

What our hypothetical guestioner probably means however is
fcould more have been achieved had all this tremendous energy and courage
heen harnessed to - different ends, namely to the creation of genuinely
working class orggnlsatlons genulnely controlied by the rank and flleO“
e doubt whether in 1936 this was a real alternative. The problem of the
bureaucratisation of the UAW and of the Ci0 - and of the strupgpgle ajainst

.. . . (S L)
this process - could only have been posed in fairly abstract .terms in 1936,
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Today, as a result of the development of modern capitalism, the problem

of the bureaucratisation of all working class organisations is rart of the
daily experience of every worker in every industry in every country of the
world. This altered environment ensures- that today the demand for self-
management (requirihg Hew forms of independent organisation) appears mean-
ingful to many. In 1936 criticism of the UAW - at that time still excluded
from the GM plants - would have been difficult to understand and unlikely
to be accepted. - S :

This pamphlet is not 2 blueprint for today!ts struggles, but an accu-
rate description of what haprened in Flint. in 1936. We even think some of
the policies pursued there may have heen mistalen., There was possibly -too
much manipulation and not enough mass participation, even there. A slavish
following of the Flint example, in the Britain of 1969, would bhe a big '

istake. We simply present these facts as a part of working class exper-
ience to be thought about, discussed and modified 1A “the 1izht of present-
day requirements. ‘

Nor do we recommend the sit-in as the sole method of struggle which
needs to be considered.” Far from it! We are.and always have been advo-
cates of the wideét‘possible range of industrial responses. The range of
methods of struggle available to the ingenious is immense, Working to rule,
withdrawals of good will, go-slows, guerrilla strikes, withdrawal of care
for machines (as well as the sit-in) can all he applied with many varia-
tions, and they are often much cheaper for the men and more expensive  for
the employer to bear than more traditional forms of struggle.

‘ There iSla final reason for the publicatbon of this ramphlet at this
particular time. It looks as-if the British mokor industry is heading
for a serieés of major clashes, Particularly at Fords and at - General Motors-
owned Vauxhall. We feel that the record of what happened at Flint will
give British motor workers particular food for thought. ~

Our efforts to produce this pamphlet at this critical time will be
wasted unless it gets into the hands of motor vorkers, and others, in-
large numbers. We would like to make a special ap@éal”to'readérS'(parti~
cularly to those working in the motor industry) o take bullk orders to
sell to their workmates, The better the facts oFf the Flint struggle are
knovm, . the more likely it is that these experiences will be assiuilated

and acted upon. -l
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THE GREAT FLINT SIT-DOWN
STRIKE AGAINST GM 1936-37

The foreman paced slowly past his workmen, his eyes darting in
and out of the machines, eager for any betraying gestures. He heard
no word, and he saw no gesture. The hands flashed, the backs bent,
the arms reached out in monotonous 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 am, 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 rhythn.

The clock on the south wall, a big plain clock, 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. Outside,; 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. I[is 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 dinstantly. 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 start-
ing? He stood perfectly still, his heart beating furiously, his
throat feeling dry, watching the hesitating hands, watching the broken
rhythn. .

Then the tirebuilder at the end of the line walked three steps to
the master safety switch. and, drawing a deep breath, he pulled up the
heavy wooden handle. With this signal, in perfect synchronisation,
with the rhythm they had learned in a great mass-production industry,
the tircbuilders stepped back from their machines.

Instantly, the noise stopped. The whole room lay in perfect
silence, The tirebuilders stood in long lines, touching each other,
perfectly motionless, 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 fhe windows: !'Jesus Christ, it*s like the end of
the world’. ’ ' ‘ '
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He broke the spell, the magic moment of stillness, For now his
awed words said the same thing to every man, 'We done it! We stopped
the beltl By God, we-done it!', And men began to. cheer hysterically,
to shout and howl in the fresh silence. Men wrapped long -sinewy arms -
around their neighbors! shoulders, screaming, 'We done it! We done ittt

For the first timp in history, American mass~production workers
had stopped a conveyor belt and halted the inexorable moverent of
factory machinery.

From 'Industrial Valley§5 by Ruthwﬁékehney,
New York, 1939, np. 261-2.

Introduction

The 1936 victory of the Akron rubber workers revealed the full power
of the sit~down strike for the first time. The tactic of seizing possession
of, and holding, great plants was not ecntirely 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 conguer the powerful resistance to
unionisation they met in the drive to organise rubber, auto, steel, elec-
trical and other basic. industries. One by one giant manufacturing corpora-
tions like General.Motors, United States Steel, General Bleéctric and Good-
year, the massive industrial aggregates of monopoly capital, were compelled
to recognise and deal with the union. In some cases the resistance of the
giants collapsed at scarcely more than the threat of a sit-down because they
had seen its power. We could say that industrial unionism was born in the
sit-down strikes, Certainly the impetus given to unionisation by the sit-
down strikes in 1936~7 was the main force that finally brought more than 5
millions into the emerging Congress of Industrial Organisations (c1o).

One union more than any other, the United Auto Workers (UAW), can be
singled out as the greatest contributor to ‘the organisation of the CIO and
the success of industrial unionism because it took lecadership and because -
its struggle was fought out most decisively.

-One company more than any other, General Motors, can be singled out
as the key to the organisation of the auto workers because it was the largest
manufacturer in the industry - and the largest manufacturing corporation in
the world - and was the first to be organised. ‘

One part of the GM empire more than any other, Flint, Michigan, was
the bastion that the workers had to take in order to suash the open Shop
among the mass .of unskilled workers in +he auto industry. It was here that -
most of the bodies for all GM cars, and all the engines for its biggest
money-maker, Cheffblet, were manufactured.. Flint was rossibly the most.
completely controlled of any company town in the country. ' :
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For 44 days, from December 30, 1936 to February 11, 1937, the GM
workers fought the cormoration in a great sit-down struggle, centered in
rllnu, to test whother o uniocn Jd or could not exist in General Motors.

b ic its strength and cunning could devise,
including full use of every leo of government it coantrolled. The workers,
é¢mploying the tactic ~F the sit~down %o a degree unequalled in the country's

Letory, met aittack with counter-att cack, took the offensive and finally
emersed with = i victory. This is the story of thls struggle.

trikes

Cae of the #iwst sit-dewn strikes occurred in 1906 at General Elec-
tric's Schenectady, New Ycrl plant.(1) In 1910, women garment workers in
Hew York City snt doun in s shop to prevent their bosses from farming out
work to contracters net on st:¢ko.(2\ Variations occurred in Poland,
Yugoslavia und Frasce end of the First World War to the early 30s.
In 1933, 2500 vorks 1side the Horumel Packing Company plant in
Austin, Minnescta, d £ & three- day strike.(3)
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An oxipix among the rubber workers is cited by labor
kistorian Lqu . - Twoy teams of rubber workers were playing base-
P?7i in Akren oue Sunduy afternoon in 1933. Suddenly they refused to-
con%inue the gan ; 'S¢ ther discoverad that the umpire, whom they and
the fans u¢»]1ke

Fvey, was not a union man. They just sat down on the
fieid. The fans, m:silg imbber workers, half seriously and half in fun,
yelled For 'a unio ' The "scab’ was forced to retire from the field
and o union man was found to tole hin place. 4 few days later a dispute’
broke out in the plant. Waen the *oremen denied their grievance, the men,
remembering the Lantis sucscssiully empleyed on the ballfield, sat down
- and won. The tzctis spread rapidly vhrough the industry; the event
1 ¥ 3l

cescribed by Ruih Meltaney in ‘'Industrial Valley' was the beginning of the
first f:“towwAﬁiﬁf cit-dows Ly Tubber WoOrkers. From there the councept
spreod to worke of the other bauic industries. Adamic attributes the
gadership cf ﬁhe L ber industry sit-downs to left-wingers working
in Alkron at the time. Kiropean bress coverage of the 1936 Akron sit-downs

was belleved to nave directly _afiuenced +the sit-down strike in the Secmperit
rubber worlis in Cracew, Poland, on Merch 22, 1936, in which 6 workers were
killed and 22 wounded.(5) o v

U.8. workers fouad the sgit-down to have many advantages over the
traditicnal forms of strike. It prevents the use of scabs to operate a
factory, since the si»‘kers guard the machines. It is harder for the com-
pany to oust men from incide z plant thean break through an encircling
picket line. Bosses are more wreluctant Lo resort to strike~breaking viol-
ence, becausc it directly endangewrs millions of dollars of company property,
vast asscubly lines ard wr;wnl"“ed products. The use of machine guns,
tear gas and gangsters 5 much less effective. It is harder to label
strikers aggressors while they are inside.

In a sit-dcwn the worlaers! morale is heightened, They are inside
and thereforc know for cowtain that svabJ are not operating the machines;
they are really protecitin, their joke and this leads to a higher degree of
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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 outside officials,
deterimine its course. '

i Finally, defence against labor spies ~ a constant threat in the 308 -
is perfected because a sit-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.

GM: the background

There is no question that the auto workers needed a new weapon with
which to fight the giant corporations that owned them body and soul. GCHM
ran Flint like a feudal barony. 80% of the population of 150,000 were
directly dependent on GM for livelihood, 20% indirectly. 45,000 men and
women tolled in the GM Flint plants, heart and nerve center of the corpo-~
ration's world-wide empire. In the summer of 1936 every city official -
the mayor, city manager, police chief and the judges - were GM stockholders
or officials, or both. The only local newspaper, The Flint Journal, was
100% Gif, all the time. The corporation controlled the radioc station dir-
ectly: even paid-for time was denied the union during the fight for union-
isation. The school board, welfare department and all other government
agenciles were directly under the thumb of the corporation. Billboards
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 1927 to 1927 (6) during the depths of the Great
Depression., 80 stockholders became millionaires in four years during the
late Twenties on GM dividends alone. In 1536 the auto giant completed a
quarter century with profits that totaled an astronomical $2.5 billions, a
figure unequalled by any other corporation in the world to that time. TIts
1936 net profit was $225 millions, a rate of 24% on a capitalisation of
$945 millions. No wonder it has carned and kept the title of the !world's
greatest money-maker' among all corporations. '

GM in 1936, employing 55% of all U.S. auto workers in 69 plants, was
bigger than Ford and Chrysler combined. 350 of its officers and directors
were paid ben million dollars in salaries that year, Its two top officers,
Alfred Sloan and Williawm Knudson, received $375,000 each in 1935. Its
seventh vice-president, one Charles Wilson, received $190,00G.(7) The

giant was controlled by the DuPont interests, which owned about a guarter
of the stock.

The condition of the auto workers was in stark contrast to that of
their bosses. In 1935, a year in which the government declared $1600 as
the minimum income on which a family of four could live decently, the aver-
age auto worker took home $900, Most lived in fearful insecurity. A
foreman could fire at will. Layoffs between the old and new model year
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. there by the foremon, The speed~up is thus inherent in the
steady work and an army af unciployed waiting outside!. (12)
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lasted from 3 to 5 menths, without unemployment. insurance. A compulsory.
loan system prevailed, under which GM deducted Principal plus interest on
the workers® return to employmant in the avtumn, cutting wages 10%.

But it was the speed-up that made life intolerable. A wife described
her husband as ‘coming home 50 dog tired he couldn't even walk upstairs -
to bed but crawled on his hands and knees'.

One witness reported: %ha en worked like fiends, their Jjaws set
and eyes on fire. .Ii¢ihing in the world exists for them except the line
chassis bearing down on them relentlessiy. They come along. on a conveyor,”
and as each passes,. the worker has to finish his particular job before the.
next one bears down ou him. The line mcves fast and the chassis are close
together, The men move ke lightning. Some are underneath on their backs
on little carts, propelling themselves by their heels all day long, fixing
something underneath the chassis as they move along'.(8)

Young workers, unused to the unbearable bace, couldn't eat until they
threw up their previons menls when they got home.  One worker told 'Atlan-
tic Monthly! thet he had been nade- so dizzy by the constant noises of the
assembly line that when he left the plant he could not remember where he
had perked his car.(9) ' :

Flint workers wore described as having a 'peculiar, gray, jaundiced
color!', like fa city oF tuberculars' (10) snd in July 1936, when tempera-
tures soared over 100 degrees, deaths in Michigen's auto plants rose into-
the hundreds.(11)

The speed-up was intensitied by the ever-presént,threat_of layoffs,
'The fear of layoff ig always iu their w.nds, even if not definitely brought

«so Jack of

It was the speed-ap that organised Flint.

If any worker had ‘strange ideas' in his head about a union, a vast
network of company spies was precent o ferret him out immediately. Inexo-
rable working cliass pressure had forced axposures like those that came out
of a Senate subcomiittee of Lhe Committee on Education and "Labor, headed
by Robert ILaFolletthe. "Tes . lmony before that Committee =~ much of it by
workers at the risk of theiw lives - revealed that GM spent $839,000 in
1934 alone on 'detective work® (13), more than half of it paid to the Pink-
erton agency. Hundreds of spies worked in the plants, seeking out those
who had union 'inclinationz'., GM was a member of the National Metal Trades
Association, a company- group that supplied labor spies to terrorise workers
and import scabS‘aﬁd.helped set up company unions to break or forestall
légitimate unions. The Committec reported that the Justice Department and
Army’aﬁd'Navy'Intelligence vorked with this outfit in union-busting forays.
Little”dame’of'these rGVelations since, in the final analysis, it was. the
union victories of the workeps themselves that ended the terror in the
plants. :
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In addition, GM used the forces of the notorious Black ILegion, 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 in preparation for a Black Legion raid.(14) Organised force
inside the plants had to be defeated to bring the union to auto.

Growth of the UAMW.

Prior to 1930 there had been little organising attempted in the auto
industry. However, in 1933, the Trade Union Unity League (TUUL), a left~
led organising group, created the Auto Workers Union along industrial Ilines.
It conducted strikes which eventually involved tens of thousands and which
were met with ferocious brutallty, especially at the Briggs Auto Works in
Flint. The TUUL—type militancy not only earned the hatred of the corpo~
rations . but also of the staid, sell-out bu81ness unlonlsm of the American
Federation of Labour (AFL) Dlecards

The AFL 31nce'1ts birth had opposed the organisation 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 organised federal locals
for this purpose -~ groups of workers in a particular plant responsible
directly to the national Federation and barred from joining together with
all other auto workers on an industry-wide basis. These locals were ruled

by national officers and an executive board appointed by AFL President
William Green! :

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 recognition. Thousands of auto
workers made huge bonfires of their union cards and gquit in disgust. The
left-wingers organised the Cleveland Auto Council which sponsored a national
conference at which 37 locals were represented. The AFL intervened to try
to prevent an industrial union from forming.

At that point even a government report warned that because of Tinse-~
curity, low annual earniigs, inequitable hiring and rehiring methods,
espionage, opeed—up 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'.(15)

Finally, with pressure growing for the mass organisation of auto
workers, agreement was won in May 1936 to give the auto workers autonomy
inside the AFL for what was, in effect, an industrial union. The infant
UAW - along with the other unions affiliated to the newly-emerging Committee
for Industrial Organisation - were suspended in August by the AFL leader-
ship because of their industrial union concepts. In April 1936 however
the AFPL was still trying to keep its foot in the door, It succeeded in
getting a compromise candidate elected President of the new UAW. He was

e



Homer Martin, a former Baptist minister and Kansas City Chevrolet worker,
Martin was long on oratory and had a flair for phrasing the workers' aspir-
ations, but he was short on organising ability and on understanding the
dynemics of industrial unionism, “For these Teasons the AFL officials Telt
Martin was someone thev could use, unlike the militant left-wing industrial
unionists., Mortimer was elected first vice~president.

cted by the filedgeling UAW to be its organ-
ry. Martin agreed to this because he . thought

3
iser in the heart 0f GM te "
e and would cease to be a threat to Martints
o]

r
Mortimer would be broxen ther
position in the union.(46) N rtimer came from a union family; his father
had been a leader of the central Peansylvenia Knights of Labor. TUAWs
Flint organiser had been a miner, railroad brakeman, steel worker and wach-
_dinist at White Motor, '

When Mortimer arrived to begin his work in the sumiter of 1936, there

- were barely 100 uuiocn nembers in the city, and the majority of those were
company spies.(17) AlL the others, 20,000 of them, had quit. The sell-~

out policies of +the AFT, leadership and Roosevelt's intervention had helped
the auto companies destroy any union organisation; however shaky, that had
existed in Flint. Recognising the Stoolie~ridden,”AFLuorganised Flint local
for what it waes, Mortimer set about organising a completely independent
group, visiting workers from door to door, signing them up, and sending the
records to UAW netional Leadquarters. This enragd the oM labor spies, but,
though tailed and watched at every turn,“Mortimer~succeeded in keeping mem~
bership lists out of their hends. He began publishing a newsletter which
went out to 7000 workers. each week, He also organised a secret union group
in the Fisher Body No.7 !'hody~in-white:! départmeﬂt;‘where the main soldering
and welding was done. T ' - '

Slowly but surely the UAW gained strength. The fact that the discre-
dited AFL hag cuspended the CIC helped draw-workers into the new industrial
union, Seniority agreemente 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 Jine. With GM ‘suppcrting Landon for President but
losing as the'workerS'yQted for Rousevelt overwhelmingly, the union began
to resist thé}éorpafatiﬁn more strongly. Seven stoppages, provoked by
speed-up and wage cuts, ocourred 2t Fisher Body WNo.1 in the second week of
November 1936, When Travis#® asked Simons (a local organiser) if the men
were ready to strake, Simcns said, 'Ready? They're like a Pregnant woman
in her tenth month!'.(18) oOn November 9 Travis met with 4O members, key
men from cach department, to plan how to organise a sit-down should an inci-
HAent occur. hree days later, on November 12, it ddid.

e s et e ot 1 o .

Travis had succecded Mortimer as vice-president of the UAW. 1In his
carly thirties he had been successful in leading ang organising Toledo
Chevrolet. He shared Mertimer's left-wing views and was regarded as a top-
flight organiser despite his youth.,
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First. skirmish

A foreman eliminated one man from a three-man unit and ordered the
other two to do the work. .Although the other two were not union meumbers,
they stopped working and were fired the next morning., Starting from
Simons! group on the incoming night shift, word spread through the 7000~
man plant: 'Nobody starts working'. The foreman seized the man who had
been removed from the group and began to shove him toward the plant super-
intendent. Simons stepped in and stopped him while the entire assenmbly
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.

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 to find

the two men, one of whom was on-a date with his girl. No one started work-
ing until he had driven her homeé, changed his clothes and reported for work}

This story spread through Flint like wildfire. Workers began sigoning
up by the hundreds. GM was forced to bargain with various units on day-
to~-day grievances.,

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 depended and the company found it too cum-
bersome to store chassis against a strike. Without the chassis there could
be no automobile. Production 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
'thelhellhole"by‘its 8000 workers; it was dominated end to end by its mar-
ager, Arnold Lenz, a Hitler sympathiser. But when the union ferreted out
and exposed a couple of stoolies at Chevy 4, respect for the union shot up
and a rapid increase in membership followed.

The decision was made by the UAW leadership 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. 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 localised.

The strike begins

On December 17, Martin requested national collective bargaining in a -
telegram to GM mgnagement. Management, aiming to split the union into 69
parts, replied that it would bargain only on a plant-to-plant basis. On
December 28, the first action occurred at Fisher Body in Cleveland where the
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workers din uhe gquarter panel departmert yaﬂked the power when the plant
manager postponed a bargalnlng session for a few hours. All other deparf-"
ments followed and by one ofclock in the afternoon the plant was dead.
Through the mediation of Mayor Harold Burton, later a Supreme Court vatlce,
GM tried to bargain on a local oa81s, but the union turned down the ruse.

A unanimous vote at a plant mass meeting decided the sit-down would be ended
only as @ part of a national settlement. This action had disrupted the
timetable of even the UAW leaaershlp,:whlch had planfhed to befin strike’ ,
action against GM in Flint. A few weeks later the Cleveland workers had to
leave the plant and Londuct their strlke ‘from the outside because they did
not have the strength to malntaln the olt down. It was the Flint workers
who had to- carry the ball :

Tnclr strlke begdn at Tisher Body No.7 on December: 30 only 2 days
after the start of the Cleveland sit-down. When the night shift came on
at No.1 on the BOth they found that the company had 1 aoked;up a string of’
railroad. cars and.wes start ting to move dies. This was the GM version of
the runaway: shcp,_an open attempt to shift production to. a plant where the
union was weak. and thus de&troy Fisher Body No.1 as a decisive unit. Travis.
was notified at the union office across the street. He- 1mmedlately called
the workers to a. lunch~hour meeting by the pre-arranged signal of a 200—_L"
watt red lanp whlch the workers could see flickering in the union head~ .
guarters. When they had. filled the hall, Travis said, 'What. do we do. qbout4
the dies??.,. A worker answered Well, them‘s our‘jobs, We want thelieft'
right here in Fling'. ' ' :

Travis reviewed,the cowpany moves. He pointed out that the Cleveland
workers were out on strike to save their jobs, and again he asked, 'What
do we.-do?',

'Shut her down! Shut the goddamn plant!' came the cry.(19)

Henry Kraus, a UAW editor at the meeting, describes the scene: !The-
men stood still facing the door. It was like %r ylng to chain a natural
force. They couldn't hold back and Started crowdin g forward. Then. -sud- -
denly they broke through the door and mede a race for the plant gates, run-
ning 1n every derCthﬂ towaras the guarter-mile~long buildingst. (20)

_ Oﬂe group raced Lo tnefravlroad ‘dock where a plant manager was direct-
ing the coupllng “of ‘loaded cars. 'Strike on', yelled the men to the loco-
motive engineer.” 'Okay', he nodded, waved to the brakeman to stop the work
and trotted off, - + - . ' ‘

The wbrkefé‘inside dimmediately be gan to secure the plant against any
aLtacker,; ”ney moved scérés of unfinished Buick bodieg in front of all
entrances to fori & gigantic barricade.. With acetylene torches they welded
a steel frame around every door. Bullet-proof metal sheets were put in
position to cover every" w1ndow, whlle holes were carved in then’ and -threaded
to allow the nozzles of Tire hoses to be screwed 1nLo them. Wet clothes
were kept in readiness to be placed on the face’ as protectlon agalnst tear-
gas attacks. Large supplies of metal parts were placod in strategic-spots.
Paint guns for spraying would-be invaders were locabed throughout the plant.
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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 depart-
‘ment were told to report to union headquarters. Nearly all the remaining
3000 night workers struck. N

% # " . *

With a simultaneous sit-down in the smaller Fisher No.2, GM body
production ground to a halt. Thousands of stop-orders went out to suppliers
and assembly plants 2ll 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 10 cities met
in Flint and formulated demands: union recognition for the UAW, reinsta-
tement of all workers fired because of union membership or activity, seniore
ity to govern all layoffs, new wage minimums, a 30-hour, 5-day week with
time and one-half for overtime, abolition of piecework, and a slowing down
of the assenbly line. :

" The press and the company raved and ranted about a 'Soviet=style
tyranny' being imposed on the country. The New York Times editorialised
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 organisation in an industry ... (in which) earnings were 20% above’
the average'. (January 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' (21) as if the rank and file had determined nothing.
It continued to whine that a 'small minority coerces the majority'.(22)
Headlines were constantly slanted against the strikers: 'Ultimatum to
Knudson by Auto Union'; 'Sloan Bars Pact with "Dictatorsit.t (23)

Sloan later reported to the GM stockholders that the sit-down ‘'denies
the right of duly constituted branches of government to interfere ... It
'is revolutionary in its dangers and implications'.(2k)

Internal organisation

The workers in Fisher Body No.1 paid little heed to the rantings of
GM and its press. Once inside they set about organising one of the most
effective strike apparatuses ever seen in the United States. Immediately
after securing the plant, they held a mass meeting and elected a committee
of stewards and a strike strategy committee of five to govern the strike.
Bud Simons was elected chairman, and Walter Moore and Joe Deviti, all
leaders of the original sit~down on November 13, had central. roles on this
body. Then committees were organised: food, police, information, sanita-
tion and health, safety, 'kangaroo court', entertainment, education and
athletics. Since all committees were democratically elected, their authorw-
ity was unquestioned. The supreme body remained the 1200 who stayed to
hold the plant, the rest being sent outside to perform other tasks, Two
meetings of the entire plant were held daily at which any change could be
nade in the adminlstratlon :
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The strike committee posted rules on all bulletin bhoards: smoking
only in restricted areas, liquor 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 had to be written
in advance and answered only in the presence of the strike strategy com~
mittee. ' ' ' C

The police committee was responsible for guarding every entrance to
the plant and posted the names and shifts of every man on the bulletin
boards. VWithin 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 rumours and report any violations of rules or discipline.
Violators were tried by the 'court! and irnitially 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 reporter 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 horizontally-hinged steel door into the
plant. On a platform inside there was another reception committee which"
checked credentials again'.(25)

SUPREME BODY:
1200 WORKERS~2 DAILY MEETINGS

v

A4 5-MAN STRIKE A
STRATEGY COMMITTEE
_ ' FL
SEVENTEENSHOPSTEWARDSRESPON&BLEIﬁﬁiﬁﬁﬁ@ﬁTTEES
[ Food] | Information | { Safety ! |1 Post Office |
Educanf.m Police "Kangaroo Court"| {Health & Athletics
Entertainment . Sanitation
Labor ‘ Boxing
Classes Orchestra) |
Theatre; The "SPECIAL PATROL" —65 Wrestling { {Ping-Pong
"Living Newspaper most trusted; on duty 24 hours a day Calisthenicsi [Basketball
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Such care was necessary since the company was always attempting to
spread rumours of scandals inside. They even smuggled a prostitute in
another gulse into the plant but she was, discovered and sent packing.

Inside every 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
2hk~hour period. Every day at 3 pm 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 cleanliness also took
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 'duration!.
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 reflecved in letters to their families:

'T 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 nced. Cots and cig-
arettes and plenty of food. We sure done a thing. GM.said it could never
be done when we took possession ... Drop me a line and send my union
receipt'.

A plant post office was established to handle all mail, which inclu-
ded 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 outside. At one point the organisation was so confident
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
committee but it was torn up. He pleaded to be allowed inside to take
pictures and appealed to higher union officials, but was told the plant
committec would have to rule on it. A formal debate was held, the camera-
man 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 Hearsti'. 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 organised daily. The
entire plant was wired with a loudspeaker system. A 12~piece orchestra was
organised 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 'money') were provided. The bottoms were
knocked out of two wastebaskets and a basketball court set up. Boxing and
wrestling teams were organised. The strikers took to writing poems and
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‘songs, the best of which were published in the union paper. They put on
skites lampooning the foremen, GM and its bosses.

Labor classes were held daily in the history of the labor movement
and instructions given in parliamentary procedure, 'how to run a union
meeting’ and in the union constitution. - A 'living newspaper' was presented
to allow the workers to act out the specific events of the strike as it
~went along. Dramatic groups were invited and Detroitts Contemporary
Theatre put on plays. One local movie owner sent entertainers and another
who refused to help out was boycotted after the strike. Charlie Chaplin
donzated his current movie, Modern Times, and film showings were held. A
writing class was led by a graduate student from the University of Michigan
and workers took to writing plays.

The Vomen's Auxiliary - which was to play a key role in the strike -
organised 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 Bargaining Agent'. The strikers,
in turn, 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 I'll 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 tlght
In the office they got snooty,

So we started picket duty, A

Now the Fisher Body shop is on a strlke.

Now this strike it started one brlght Wednesdaf evening,
When they loaded up a box car full of dies;
When the union boys stopped them
~ And the railroad workers backed them,
The officials in the office were sSurprised.

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,

And they 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 rclieve the night shift duties,

And we carry on this strike just as before. (26)
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The organisation outside the plant was no less efficient and vital to
the existence of the workers inside. Union headquarters at Pengelly Hall
was the hub. Committees were established for food preparation, publicity,
welfare and relief, pickets and defence and . union growth. The responsibil-
ity of feeding several thousand workers both inside and outside the plants
was enormous., The union kitchen was headed by Dorothy Kraus, wife of the
union editor, and a union chef from a large Detroit hotel. One day's food
supply included 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, mostly women, preparcd the food. Some crates
of fruit were kept inside for snacks and carefully guarded against poison-
ing. As it later turned out, a Pinkerton agent was on the inside food
committee. :

Several hundred workers gave their cars for use by the union. Sound
equipment, guarded 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 strike.

There was constant communication between the outside strike leaders

and the strike committee inside. Picketing took place around the clock
in front of the plant.

The fantastic spirit and organisation of the workers spread across the
nation. Sit~downs became a national phenomenon. Workers the country over
grabbed newspapers each day to see 'if the boys in Flint were still holding
out'. Companion strikes sparked new methods of organisation.* Only one

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 were called to a meeting at 2 am and told that Briggs would open with
scabs in the morning. They drove to the plant and ringed it with a mass
picket line before 5.30 on the morning of January 20, 1937. At 7 am when the
police began attempting to escort scabs inside, the workers started a frun-
ning' picket line, in double time. Would-be scabs trying to enter. just
bounced off their shoulders. The cops tossed tear-gas bombs but the workers
caught them and hurled them back, while rain cleared the air. The plant
closed and Briggs signed a union contract.

Another innovation occurred in the Hudson auto plant when the company
sped up the line from 140 to 160 units an hour. The workers figured this
as a one~geventh increase and began skipping every seventh hood being placed
on a chassis., 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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reason could drag one sit-downer at the Philadelphia Exide Battery Co.
outside -~ he was married at the plant gates. The entire country was union
conscilous.

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 $3000. $6000 came
from UAW at Studebaker. Trucks of food arrived from Akron. The Hudson
and Chrysler workers began a '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' organised by flag-wavers. Even
small businessmen joined the ranks, one drugstore owner telling & reporter:

'Thie whole block of store is solid for the union. Hell, T never
got anything out of GM dividends; a union victory is better for my busi-
ness'., (27)

Dased on the coordination inside and outside, the sit-downers felt -
as 1f they were building up an impregnable fortress against the company
and police. They were not to wait too long before the first attack was
Jaunched. A

GM chooses wrong judge

As production decreased deily, GM turned to their courts for an
injunction with which to oust the strikers., It was a ticklish legal situa~
tion, 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'. (28) But that, of course, wouldu't stop GM. -

It got an injunction from Genesee County Judge Edward D. Rlack.
County Sheriff Tom Wolcott went %o the prlants to read it to the workers,
ordering them out in 24 hours. As the nervous sheriff stood on a table in
the Fisher No.1 cafeteria reading the writ, workers laughed and kidded him
and broke out into 'Solidarity forever' when he had finished. Meedless to
say, the workers refused to budge.

With GM set to request an order for removal, one of the union attor-
neys dug up information which proved to be a bombshell: Judge Black owned
3,665 shares of GM stock, worth $219,000.(29) Michigan law stated that
'No judge of any court shall sit as such in any case or proceeding 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. .
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Thws expODuAe mroved a boon to the workers' cause as it hlt the front
pages of every paper in the cauntvj and exposed Gil's comolete control of
the pOllblcal muchlnery o , llntu Uut the" comphny nad wus ,sbarbed,

} AlT of:a% oudden there appeared on the ‘scene an orwanlsatvon called

'the Fllnu ALlliance. Iu ola med to ber COYPOSed of 'lnyal' ‘GM work:erq who
were laid off in Ouher Qlaﬂus becauve af the" FPisher Bo&y strike and who
“were deilanding an ‘end to ’mlnurwty rule‘ The president of- this group
turned out to be one George Beyson, a former Buick paymasner and then owner
of a coiipahy manufacturlrp sparkplugs - obviously loyal £0. GM, - The trea-
surer was revealed as a former Flint city official who had been convicted
of embezzling city funds. So 'widespread' was the tanger’ among the 'loyal
workers‘,uqat these two were pched as the main - offlcera of the Fllnu
**Alllanco, S RN o o - o
R i eallty, “the Alllanop was set up both as a strik -breaﬂlnm group
and to nobilise vigilante action against the sit-downers. It was composed
principally of GM supervisors, of which there were hundreds, and ‘business-
men. Foremen descended on non~struck¥p¢ants JWtﬂ membersiip cards, attempt~
ing to vnulmldate workers 1nto signing. Several recewved a 'going over!
when they refused to join. More than half the cards were filled out with
‘names?! such as.iJohn:Fink' and 'James Stoolplgeon' or *8trike Bresker! and

"My, Sloan’ w1th the:eominent’ aaaed ‘I own General Noto S and 1ts cmoloyces’

4 ) ,»,‘».

e fook glcturea of terowds? of workers su posedly demonstrating_to

‘go back to ‘work. The 'dpmGnStrators' later turned out to Ye men walting

“for their oaychecks.l ThE“compamy was bushlng its back~to-work movement
through the Flint Alliance, cleiming that a minority of strikers were dict-
ating to a majority . 0£‘n0n~strikefs“' Actually .the union was signing up
thousands of men: and.women intoe the UAW every day. Even those workers.who
: Were not on strike and mot in’the union 1et it be. known, by their presence
at demonscratlons ~and.: plcket llnes, that their sympathleu were wlth tﬁc
’5~1t~downersa RO ST : ’

1. continued its refusal even to meet with the union unless the.
strikers vacated the plants.’ And, of course, the union said’ they would not
do-so unless .guaranteed that’ the companj would not £ill them with scabsw
a plédge which GM would never agree to. The tension mounted. Cries. vere
heard in. Congrass for-outlawing sit-~down strikes. - A Detroit clorgywau
saw ' Soviet plannlng ‘behind the strike. The - AFL leadershlp urged ﬁhp
workers to go back to: worka L .

‘But the workers, marveldﬁSly organiscd and in high spirits, sat tight.
8o GM finally turnced to violence.



THE BATTLE OF BULLS RUN

On the afternoon of January 11, 1937 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 ran up a ladder to hoist the food to 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 union 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 appeared in front of the plant. Immediately 20
outside pickets, Fisher No.2 workers, advanced on the company guards with
home-made billy clubs, took their keys and captured the gate, to guard
against city cops entering. The company guards phoned the Flint cops and
ran to the plant's ladies' room where they barricaded themselves and claimed
they were kidnapped. It became obvious that the whole vrovocation had been
pre-arranged,

The cops arrived in minutes, loaded down with revolvers, gas guas,
grenades and supplies of tear and nauseating gas. They blockaded the
streets, removed parked cars and then attacked the pickets guarding the

gate. Vlomen pickets deposited their children at the union hall and raced
to the plant.

When the first gas bombs were thrown, the pickets outside retreated
temporarily. The wind blew the gas back into the cops’ ranks. Inside the
plant the sit-~downers dragged fire hoses %o the windows and began directing
streams of water at the advancing cops, Two-pound door hingés began raln-
ing down from the roof. Within five minutes, the cops retreated.

The sit-downers started hauling cut a supply of empty milk bottles
and hinges to the pickets outside, preparing for a second attack. The cops
began hurling gas boubs through the plant windows, which were not as well
fortified as at Fisher No,1. The workers grabbed them with gloved hands
and gquickly doused them in buckets of water located nearby for that purpose.

The cops then regrouped and made a second rush but were met with a
volley of bottles, hinges and lumps of coal outside and water from the
inside hoses. They couldn't get close this %time. The sound truck, manned
by several organisers, 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. TFourteen were wounded, one, a
leader of the bus drivers' union, critically. While fellow workers carried
them off, the rest continued on the attack, overturned the sheriffls car
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(with the Ehelrd £F 1ﬂu1de) and spilling large cuantities of gas and gas
grenades out of the trunk. “The ‘copS contlnued to retreat up the hlll
shootlﬂg ‘at the w1ndows oi the plant

Ome woman, Gbnora “Johnson, whose’ husband was inside -the- pWant grabbed
the mike in the sound trick And cried:

e

"Cowards! Cowards! Shootwnr unarmed ‘and defenceless menz Women
of Flint! This is your fight! Join the picket line and defend your JODS,-M”
your hushand's 30b and your children's home'. (30) S -

‘As the cops. scayed on to of the ﬂlll, men and women began to organ-
ise an alle-night vigil, Vlctor ReutALr, manring the sound. truck, pointed
out that it:'was not the peaccfvl workers but GM's cops who wer¢ responsible
for the destruction. He told the workers that 'they must now. flmhu not only
for their JObS but for their very lives. Let General Motors be tarned; the
patience of these men is not lnexhaustvble,f»Tf there is further bloodohed
ce. WE Will mnot be Luspon51blc for what the workers do in their vagel
Thers ave costly: machines in that pWant “Let the corporation and their
thugs remember thattt.(37) S S R

The workers outside barricaded both ends of the plant with abandoned - :
cars. - Gov. Frank<Murphy arrived in Flint and said he was holding the & -
Nationol Guard ‘'in.readiness'. DBut GM's strategy had:failed, for the
moment. Attempting to counteract the character of-a Jcaceful 51L—down, it
had provoked violence at Fisher No.2, . much smaller than its 31ster planu.

It wanted to create a situation whereby thée Guard would be ordeleé in and s
martial law declared. Its hope was to starve out the workers and eVentually

eviét them, thereby giving lmnetus ‘to a ‘'back to work?! movement led by the
Fllnt Alllance“ya. : : .

“The courawe, organlsatlon and sol;uarlty of the w0°kers had overcome
this strategy. - The. 'Battle of Bulls nun’ as” 1t later oa@e to be known, L
had ended. The 'bulls' had run. » R

L The next day, January 12, 8000 workers massed in front of F sher No.2
to celebrate the victory. . No cops were-in sight as' they poured in from’
Lansing, Detroit, Pontiac, Saginaw, Toledo, -Cleveland, South Bena and Nor="
wood “to visit the scene.qf the battle., Thousands were signing up in -the
UAW every day.  Fisher. No.: shored up its defences against the mobilisation
of 1500 Iliational Guardsmen. The huge crane whistle was- set to blow at the
first: sign ‘of attack. The boiler was adjusted at ful¢ force to hurl water
at an invader. - One hose was attached to an air line to blow away possible
gas fumes. Vorkers were pract1c1n¢’heav1ng the two~oounds door hinges

at beaverboard targets. Morale was high, especially. since many felt that

Murphy would not use the Guard aralnst the strikers, . that he was on -their
mlde o ’ h o

ceo GM had claimed that the battle had been between the cops and the\:
workers; the corporation -had ‘'nothing.to do with itf*. But still GM had
seven of the wounded men arrested when they were releasecd from the hospital.
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The very next day 1200 'John Doe'! warrants were made out to be served on
the strikers, charging them with 'criminal syndicalism, felonious assault,
riot, destruction of property and kidnapping’. The last charge was based
on the company guards who had run to the ladies' room.

One of the results of the victory of Bulls Run was the new importance
it gave to women in the strike. TUp to that time, though joining outside
picket lines, most had been involved in preparing food. Many wives of sit-
downers had been the victims of malicious anonymous letters telling them
their husbands inside the plant were sick. Some women were tricked into
demanding that their husbands and sons be brought home. But Bulls Run
turned the tide.

Genora Johnson, who had spoken out so militantly in the heat of the
battle, began organising 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, organised along semi~military lines,

Squad captains (usually those with phones and cars) were leaders of groups
of women whom they were expected to round up for any emergency on a mou-
ent's notice and transport to the scene of action. One failurc to respond
meant suspension from the Brigade.

Mrs., Johnson, 23, told them they should'expect to face tear gas and
bullets on the picket line ... be beaten and killed by police attacks' and
by 'attempts to break the strike!. Applications poured in. The Brigade
began wearing red berets and armbands to identify themselves as they pre-
pared to answer any attack.

'If we go into battle, will we be armed?' Mrs., Johnson asked. tYes!,
she said, 'with rolling pins, brooms, mops and anything we can get'. They
began carrying long 'two~by~-fours! whittled down at one end for easy hand-
ling. The members 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'.(32) Mrs. Vorse remarked that the women were
tdoing this because they have come to the conclusion it must be done if
they and their children are +o have a decent lifer.

The workers began holding nass meetings, bombarding Governor Murphy
with reminders of his -election promises, demanding that no troops be used
against the strikers.,  Although Murphy had raised the Wational Guard com-
plement to 3000, 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 viclence from the strikers. Some Guardsmen, workers
themselves, wore union buttons, vowing they wouldn't allow themsclves to
be used as strikebreakers. Murphy was 'the man in the middle', trying to
bring about a settlement without harming his pelitical future. He had
just been elected by an overwhelming workers' vote two months before.
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Double cross o

il o

On January 13, Murphy oalled both bldes 1nto ooaferenae aﬂq two days
later GM agreed to a truce. National bargaining would begin on the 13th -
solely with the UAW =« on! 211 8 issues. Séeventeen struclk plants would
remain closed pendlng ‘@ settlement. - There would be no. discrimination
against any worker becaﬁse of junjon. membershln, Neither side could breéak
off negotiations for at-least a5 days. The sit-~downers would evacuate the
-plants Lefore the 18th but GM .would not remove tools, dies or materials-
from any of the struck plants. The key issué was that the UAJ would be the
sole bargaining agent. .

The fanK—and file’ 51b~downarg dldn't like *the smell of it, olthoumn
GM had finally been forced to sign somethlnw ‘(Prior to that. the corpora=
tion said they would not éven negotiate unless the ! plans were evacuated
first, and had alW&JS mainteained that the UAW only represented a Small

manfltv',)A Travis and the Flint leadership had not. been involved inthe
negotiations lezding to this. agreement and didn't l¢k@ it either, Thév“
felt it put GM on the offensive again, since with every. passing day ‘id: bhe
15-day period there would be increasing pressure on. thie union to accept:
less and less. of what it wanted before GM would be able to break off: ﬂego«
tiations. Travis p01ntbd out that the strike was built. around the occupa-
tion of the planto and to @vaouate them w1thout a con ract woula aupear to
be backing down. BN : S R

For the rank and file it 'was difficult to aocepb a trucc"(zg)
rather than definite victory.and outright union recognition. Nevertheless,
rlans- were made for Fisher Nos.7 and 2 to march- out in:a body on Sunday,
January 17, aftur a special chicken dinner inside. 'uﬁerythlng was cleaned
up, the workers had their” bags '‘packed and Fisher Ho.1 was about readv to- i
parade to the buses taat would take them to No 2 for a mass demonstrafiocn .. .
when the hitch oameay AR . il - S e

lel Lawrence, a Unlted Dreqs reporter happened to hand Honry'Krausx
& press release which he had taken from George Boysonts aesk and asked
for the union's comment. The rcleaseg scheduled for issuance. af er the
evacuation of the plants, announced that ¢M had agreed to meet with the
Flint Alliance on Tuesday to dlsbuss 'renresentatlon' and recognition by
the company. This was a direct vi iolation of the agreement to bargaln 501~
ely with the, UAW, Travis sent runne%u,lﬂﬁedlately to hoth quy plants to. i
halt: the ev acuatlons while the workers discusséd the new. turn” Df events.«imw
Alt hougn TAW preoldent Martin, when notmfled saw 'nothing. wrong* in the:
'develonment CIOo dlreotor Brovhy and v10ﬁ—pvc51dent Hortimer awreed with:
Travis?, nove. Q' - , - :

Unen tne proposal wis maae to remalr ln51de Flshc No. 1 bhe worhers
cheered. A welcoming crowd of )OOO out51do applaudea w1ldly when _they
heard the decision ten minutes after the sit-downers had. been schedulod L
to leave. Horns honked for 5 minutes as the men lined the windéws of thesno:



=

plant, waving to their families and fellow strikers. A dummy figure
labeled 'GHM stoolpigeon' was lowered to the ground and torn to shreds,
Another rally of 10,000 at Fisher No.2 also cheered Mortimer's announce—
ment that the sit~downers had decided to stick it out in the face of GMis
double ecross.

There was a victory air at Pengelly Hall. !The strike and the union
had suddenly attained full maturity'.(34) The workers felt GM couldn't
bargain with two unions ~ 'You can't have an eight-hour shift on one end
of an assembly line and six on another'.

_ GM then walked out of the negotiations and the workers tightened
their lines once more. It was back to scratch again,

Playing for time

On January 20, all Buick plants were forced to close. New negotia-
tions were undertaken in Washington at Roosevelt's request. However, GM
quit those parleys two days later and, with production virtually at a
standstill, vowed to reopen its struck plants. At that point Lewis demand-
ed that Roosevelt enforce collective bargaining under the law and force GM
to negotiate. Roosevelt refused to do this, answering: ‘I think in tho
interests of peace there come moments when statements, conversations and
headlines are not in order!'.(35) ‘

G chose to interpret these remarks as a go-ahecad signal to open a
strike-brealking drive., Economic conditions were wor sening, a time when
anti~-strike movements flourish. While the UAW was fighting to relieve
these hardships by getting relief for its members, and was signing up new
members all the time, the corporation launched its drive.

It announced that 79% 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 answered this with a
strike in the Oakland plant, one of the few places where actual assembly
work was taking place.

On that same day Boyson announced that the Flint Alliance would
'take an active part in efforts to reopen the plants!. On the 26th QM
refused to attend a meeting called by Secretary of Labor Perkins in Washe
ington, which Roosevelt termed 'unfortunate'.(36) Then the company laun-
ched an all-out drive to break the strike. '

Vigilantes smashed UAW headquarters at Anderson, Indiana and ran
the union organisers out of town. Five yvickets were clubbed by cops on a
line in front of the Cadillac plant 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 1500 rickets
succeeded in preventing any strike~breakers from entering, despite the
presence of 200 hose~-carrying cops. The Flint Alliance met to whip up a
frenzy against the strikers.



The utate legislature . sponsored a blll to outlaw 51t~down -strikes,

.+'The Alliance-besieged four uniond 0fficials in Saginaw and” “beat then up,

cicnearly murdering them.' Finally, on the 27th, GM reopened non~struck plants,
“fiostly in Chevrolet, employing 40,000 workers.: - Although 1t had actually
closed them prematurely, to. throw workers oh.. tle street and blame the UAW
for their plight, it was now opehing %hem‘mlth no real chance of assembling
cars. About all that could be done was to .bulld up-an inventory of parts.
Travis felt, however, that 1L washttothe worst thing for a lot of laid~off

~ members to be working as lonm as the body plants weve olosed and GM couldntt
start actual produc‘tlon° Sk :

“>buﬁ the corporatlop'waun't content with these oounter-moves;k,It‘

sought out a judge who didn't own GM stock and filed for’an iajunction, on

grounds - true, of course -~ that, it was 1081ng roney t6 Ford and Chryslex.
It demanded immediate evacuation' of the Fisher Body rlants gnd yrohlbltlon
of outside picketing. On February 1 the union was® served ‘with a show=-cause
order to exnlain why it should not bow t0 the ﬂnJunculon. On the same day
~.a march %o Saglnaw protesting ‘the’ beating of the four unioen officials was
' countornanaﬂd by national: UAW headquarters at Muran's 1equest. Trav1s,
angry, p01nted out that Murphy could have protected the officials but dldn‘t.

_ GM had- effectlvely seized uhe offer51ve' 1t had reooenod vto non-
striking plants, and the union’ appeared powerless to prevent it. Having
passed dits peak, the union would inevitably fall back and grow weaker, with
the chance that the strike might be lost or demands wauered,down beyond
recognition, unless a counter-offen51ve were 1aunched._ That 15 exactly
what. TfaVlS and the strlkers produced. B

_Counter attack:
THE CAPTURE OF CHE\/Y 4

‘ Acroso Cﬂevrolet Avonue LLom FlSer Body No 2 opread out on 80 acres
.and bisected by\the Flint River, stood 9 Chevrolet factorlesch At 3.30
every afternoon 7000 night shlft workers replaced the ”OOO on. the day - Shl$te
Half of the 14,000 total worked -in oné factory - Chevy No.k, the motor
assenbly plant which produced a11 one’ mllllon Clevrolot englnes each year}
It was- the . largeot sirgle unit of -the GM emplreoy To ‘seize it would remove’
the struggle from the courfs and put it back in the. plants where the workers

had an even chaace. Yet, to capture. it” appearcd nearly 1mposslble."

i‘i The plant superintendent, otorm»frooper Arnold Lenz, nad 1psL1tUte“¢*
a reign of terror. He had concentrated an army of armed guards inside: ‘
patrol day and. ﬂlgﬂt.w The union was:. @row1ng, and Lenz was flrlag worhefs ’
left and right. for union aot1v1tles - Y

As it aapnened the’ unlon had uncovered a. Plnkerton agent, {F:enchy*"ﬁ
DuBuc, and was holding and us;ng him to get’ 1n¢orn1atlon° Travis ordered
the stoolie to call his Pinkeérton boss aud %tell him that Travis had asked
him dlreCLly about Chevy No.4 - about the docks, the approaches, whether
or not a boat could be brought up the Flint River to the plant, ctc.
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The Pinkerton boss told DuBuc that Travis was kidding him. 'Ee knows
goddamn well the union couldn't take Chevy 4'.(37) Thus Travis established
in his own mind that CM was confident the union would not be so foolhardy
as to try to sit down in No.,k. ) ‘

Lenz fired three more men for union activities on Friday, January 29.
Travis called a Chevrolet membership meeting for Sunday night. and 1500
workers responded., Heé told them the Situation, outlined-the goon attacks,
and said the union must demand that the UAW members be rehired. The meet-
ing 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 organisers 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 bne{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': 'follow the man who takes the lead!.

The 30 who remained were told that at exactly 3.20 the next afterncon
there would be a sit-down in Chevy 9. Those in Chevy plants Nos.4 and 6
were told to sit tight and remain at work, not to help out-at Nc.9. When
some voiced objections to striking No.9, they were satisfied with the ans-
wer that No,9 was stronger in union membership 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 was the 'veal target'., Meanwhile Travis had
told three leaders from No.6 and No.4 - E4 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 dowm. Thus, only 6 people - Travis, Kraus, Reuther, Cronk, Foster
and Johnson - knew that No.4 was the actual target. :

But what about the armed camp in No.4? Reuther and Kraus told Travis
they were a bit dubious about some of the 30 'select few' he nad picked
to tell about the plan to take No.9. They said they were sure the inform-
ation 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, elaborate 'secret! procedure, with 'darkened rooms', t!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 second because Lenz and the Pinkertons were sure the
union would never maké an attempt to capture the 'impregnable' NO.GQ
Travis was counting on the GM spy system to give the company the wrong
information. 1In this manner No.9 was set up as a decoy to draw all the
company guards away. from No.4 and allow its seizure by the workers.
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The next afternoon, February 1, at the very moment the hearings
were teldng place in oourt on GM's new injunction bid, Travis called a
mass nmeeting at the union hall, billed as a mobilisation for a iprotest
march' on the courthouse. Thousands showed up and the omen's Emergency
Brigade appeared in force. Meanwhile the union sound trucks circled the
city, surrounded by uniocn guards, and finally, through devious routes,
at 3.05 came to. rest facing Wo. § and 6

Tive minutes later at the union hall Dorothy Krauutrushed up te
Travis ‘Jreathlessly Land Handed him a slip of ‘paper. Travis turned
grimly to- Rpg'crowd gathered td march to the courthouse and said, 'They're

- beating up our hoys at: Chewd 9.7 I suggest we go right down there'.(38)
Unknown to the workers, the slip of paper was blank.

The crowd made a mad riush for uhe stairs and outside a long line of
cars was waiting with motors running. . The workers were at No.9 in a few
minutes, Newsmenﬁ‘who had been tlnped off- earller we e alreaay thereo
And, sure onough ther @ was troable' ISR 4 X

) S
IR 1 S - e

Tenz. had‘falleﬂ lnto the ﬁra.fcomp¢etely Thé*e@%gge’éfﬁéd foree -
from the Whole Fnevrolet lelSqu Had been;stationed'at the personnel”

building next to hn 9.. At 3.20, when ‘the might shift marched in yelling
'Strikelt the r‘uarﬁs closed ‘the doors and rushed in, with Lenz in the 1eaa,

-

shouting ’Reds" Communlsts"-- The ouugumbered workers foaght vallamtly.
When one woman sSaw her husband's’ bloody head gasping for cain, at an open
window she yelled to the 'red berets!, 'They're smother1n~ them! Let

give them air! !+. The: women proceedea mothodlanIy to break.all thc w1ndows
1n the planL One ot ubC women 1&ter >scr1bed th scene.‘. v o

R

"mhey we flghtl g 1n51de and out51de the plant. The flghtlnw
woula heve been, much worsetif. it hadn't been for us. Ve walked right along
with out flag ‘at our head. The gas floated right" out towards ns. But'we
Have beeﬂ gaosed before- and we went rlght on.: - | R LTS ﬂt )

[
L
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‘Ve»aad to break the w1ﬂaows Lo to vet air to the boys who WGfQ O

being gmuped 1n»1deo We just want sto - protect our. husbands and Ue arengLHb
to' (jc) . B

U
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Uﬂeﬁ the WﬂlSule blew dt 5 30 the flgbtlﬂg was at its flevcest.
The men were using -anything ‘they could lay théir hends on against the
goons! clubs and gas guns. At 3.45 the plant menager at No.4 ran’down. the
lines tappning all the company -men . and ovderlng them over to No'9 = leav1n5
No.&4t virtually devoid of any pro-company force. Finally at 410 the. two .-
inside leaders, Ted La Duke and Tom Klasey," flgurea they had 'ﬂone ou . Jobtau
and ordered the*Men to march out blepdln and ‘defeateé’ ‘ Thc 1n3un tlon
was stlll belnm aLﬁUcd at the court ;

s

oy L
ﬁeanpﬁlle; at No.6 Just as the 3 30 wnlstle blew,*Ed Cropk plcked up e
a lead nipe and, Nav1ng an American flag, started running through the plant
yelling. ! Qut ‘er off* and follow mel!', banging’ the pipe to attract. atteﬂ—
tion over the roar of the plant's machinery. With 35 men he- JOWgod over
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While rjunction nearings wers toking p?-xz-:ff in Courthouse {AY, unionists {8} were \‘ - Union
preporing to merch to Court, When reports of "rouble® come o Chovy No, 9 {y, + Oifice
woikers rushed there fo help out against concentration of entire forca of company '3’ ‘,"QL‘ -

Juords battling potentia! sit-down, Thus GM left Chevy No. 4 (D) deferseloss,

While struggle roged in No., ®, workess in O ey Neo 80 shut down that plont

end moved to jain forces with brothers in Cheyy Noy. 4 (8 I s woy Gidds

est plont was captured while o decoy bestle wos aceurring in Lhevy No. 5,
which vorkers murchod noe e
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to No.4, 300 yards away, only to find Kermit Johnson waiting at the door
to tell him he had failed to get a strike started. The plan had been
fouled up. Cronk then turned back to No,6 for reinforcements. There he
found Carl Bubber's Poweriul group of 100 doek en and another group of
50 marching in all directions shutting down the plant. They had assumed
that Ho.6 was the real target. With Cronk's 35 men back to help, No.6
was shut down immediately, A1l right', Cronk shouted, teveryone over to
Chevy 4!, The entire plant moved in force.

When they arrived in No.4, there was virtually no opposition. except
for a few foremen and bosses. The workers split into 2 groups, one moving
into the ttest division, the other down the motor lines, threading in and
out among the machines, yelling, exhorting, reaching for switchesf. One
Chevy Ho.4 man, Joe Sayen, 'leapt from one stationary conveyor to another,
shutting them down as he went along', hammer in hand. (40)
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Then, as Kraus describes it, in 'crankshafts! Gib Rose 'reached up
and pulled the switch and conveyor A-1 was dead. This was the signal for
Dow Kehler whe headed conveyor A-2. In five seconds she was down too.
Kelly ilalone ... pulled the switch on conveyor A-3 and the entire division
was Irozen'.

liany workers, being 'threatened’ with dismissal by foremen and straw-
bosses, wavered as union men marched around shouting: iStrike is onl
Come on and help usi'. As the number of sirikers grew, 'courage added to
courage. There was practically no physical violence ... Kelly Malone with
wrench in hand (went) tearing down the lines and yelling: 1'Get off your
job, you dirty scabi'. Yect he never touched a man - all melted with
fright before him'.(41)

Soon the strikers were hundreds strong. 'Everywhere at key conveyors,
squads of union men were stationed, Others were set to guard gates and
mount lookout'. With several departments still %to be shut, 'the united
union forces ... like a swarm of locusts passed among the machines, leaving
silence and inertness where they went'. (42)

When the foremen tried to regroup and one official urged the more
passive workers to retake 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 and his men broke it open and told them, 'You've zot 5 minutes to
get outl’. One official tried to call for reinforcements but Cronk pushed
him aside and ripped the phone from the wall. The company men fled.

iThe fight was over; the enormous plant was dead. The vast complex
with its dizzying profusion of conveyors and machines was sprawled out
like & wounded giant. The unionists were in complete control. Everywhere
they were speaking 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 differentt.

; ?Nany of the workers reached their decision in this moment, - Others
went homey‘gndetexred by the strikers. About 2006 remained and an egual
number vent off, But as they left ... the majority of them, following an
impulse of incipient solidarity, dropped their lunches into huge gondolas,
half-filling several of them with what proved to be a much needed extra
supply of food'. (43~ == T e e : - B

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 arim rode-while others
brought firec hoses and squirted water ‘and foamite at the would-be

invaidersU ) (L}Lr) : R e v ) e . BRRE
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By this time pickets and a sound truck, came over_irgm~£i§her 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.9'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 violence ... but we are going to protect
our husbands?!., (45)

Soon down the hill they camc, 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
and the watching crowd, and locked arms. IFf any cops or troops were to
attempt to break into the plant, it was plain they would first have %o g0
over these women's bodies. Iwtv one attempt was made as the women entren-
ched thewmselves, -preparing to stay the night.

Insidc the plant, workers were busily filling huge gondola cars
with stock, parts and weights, The electric trucks were hitched to them
and dragged the SOOO—pound loads against the rear doors. A cranc was used
to 1ift a second layer of loaded gondolas on top of the first and then
still a third layer was hoisted into place. At 4.45 pm on February 1, 1937
Chevrolet plant No.%, producer of a million motors a year, largest unit
‘in the world-wide General Motors empire, fimpregnable'! against attack, had
been secured by the men of the ULW-CIO. The women were standing in front
of them, daring any cop, company goon or national guardsman to retake it.
The brilliant plan conceived by Travis and the ingenuity and heroism of
the strilkers had stabbed at the very heart of the billiom-dollar auto
giant.

' As darkness descended, Joe S8ayen, who shortly before had acted so
heroically inside the plant, climbed the fence and addressed the throng:
'We want the whole world to understand what we are fighting for. We arc

" fighting for freedom and life and liberty. This is our one great opportu~
nity. What if we should be defeated? What if we should be killed? Ve
have only one life., That's all we can lose and we might as well die like
heroces than like slaves'. (46) '

On the 3Lth day of the great Flint sit-down, the workers had once
again taken the offensive.

Read SOLIDARITY

A paper for militants ~ din industry and elsewhere.

Attempts a total critique of modern society, and a
systematic 'demystification' .of its values, ideas,

and forms of,orgénisation. Discusses what -libertarian
revolution is all about. 10/~ for 12 issues.

.Cotainable from SOLIDARITY (North London), c/o H.Russell,
534 Westmoreland Road, Bromley, Kent.
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Governor Murphy prepares for vzolence

The. GM 'back to work' movement had been stopped 1n its tracks,
Murphy was furlouo. Negotiations had been twrecked!, he said. Privately,
he had ’v1olent1y castigated® the use ‘of the sit=-down tactic. (7)) He
ordered troops into the -area around Cher No.L4. ' They were nartly undern
- the comuand of Captain Henry McNauWhton, who had served in the. .5, force
that had lnvaded the Soviet: Union after World War..I. - The troops took
possession of all streets and approaches,’ isolating both the Chevy plant
and Fisher Body No.2 across the street. Virtual: martial law. was declared'
Guards with fixed bayonets surrounded Wo.k4. Eight machine.guns ‘znd 37 mm
howitzers were mounted on-the. hill overlooking both piants.’ Tear gas vas
‘held in reoerve. ‘No one was allowed into thé plants, which effectlvel
shut’ off the food supply. TFisher Ko, 2 was completulf sealed off from both
“union . coutact and from visits by the strikérs' families. .The. Natlonal
Guard weas unped to 2300 and finally to LO0O. An 1n3uﬁutlon olgncd by
- Judge Gladola. on February 2 ordered the workers to abandon. the plants or
-face.: 'e3ect10n' in 24 hours.' The writ. also fortiade street. plcketlng.
:fThe Women’” EmergenCJ Brlgade was forced out of the area. . :

Then Lhe heat was shut off in tne two plants,; The workers immedia—
tely threatened to start huge bonfires to wari themselves. On went the
'.hcat. Mext the lights were shut. Again the workers warned that every

- one Gf the 3000 men now inside would light a torch of waste paper in order

to . 'see?. On went the llghts. ‘On February 3 the National Guard was
forced to 1ift the food., ban, under diré-threats of ' damage inside the
plants. The lunches left by those workers who had no+ stayed in’ Chevy b
proved 1nvaluablc durlng those first two days. . Lo i

This war of nerves was too ‘much for GM W1th hundreds of millions

_ of dollars worth of machinery at stakej on February L it agreed to resuae
‘negotiations. By agreeing to talk while the workers reiained in possession
of the plants, the corporatlon was making & fundamental concession.

Earller it had refused to negotiate unless the. plants were evacuated

On February ¢ Lewls 301ncd the talks in Detroit, along w1th Morti~
mer and attorney Lee Pressman.: Mortimer replaced Martin who had been sent
on tour to prevent him from fouling' up- thel negotiations.. . The union redu-
ced its 'recognition' demand to one of sole bargaining - agent in the 20
struck plants, which included. the key one, and agent for its members only
in the rest. :

HMeanwhile, the AFL contlpucd its treaonery.» Having previously wired
GM its support, and labeled the strike a ‘defeatliy, 1t now tdemanded' that
the company reopen its plants. . Its own craft membcrs had ‘'never voted!
for a strike, whined. the AFL leaders, and therefore théy were beln
itordered! back to work. Cleveland's Fisher Body plant had six ATL members.
‘When Lewis was asked' what offect this ‘order' might have on the strike
he replied, 'Did that man go back to work?' . (48)



The tension continued to mount. The sheriff read the injunction
order to the sit-downers, demanding they leave the plants. After the
workers refused, he asked Murphy for aid in ousting them and arresting
their leaders.* By now Fisher No.q - frée from Guard vatrol, two miles
from the besieged. plants - had 2000 men on the inside. Murphy kept hold-
ing off, hoping he could get an agreement and maintein an uatarnished
image. Dut the company forces would not let him rest easily.. . '

- City officials continued to recruit vigilantes. By February 8 there
existed an armed force of 4000 National Guardsien, 1000 deputised vigil-
antes, the Flint cops and the Flint Allience, all 'ready to move!. The
Michigan Sheriffs' Association offered 1300 additional deputies. The
vigilantes were being put through ‘dress rehearsalst! by the sheriff and .
city officials. @Plans wers discussed about how to out the strikers. Many
of these forces were among the lesser lights in the company scheiie of
things and. felt a UAW victory would mean the end of %their 'cut of the piet.

The question arose among the union strategists of what to do in case
of a full~scale attack. Initially, when the Guard had surrounded the two
plants, Walter Reuther (who had come over from Detroit where he headed
the West Side Local 174) 'felt that the workers 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'.(49) Kraus and others had
disagreed with this idea. When 'passive resistance' or a 'short protest
and then surrender' proposal was raised again, Travis shot back:

. 'You're not going to tell workers %o fight five minutes ... and then
stop ... They've either got to. fight or give in -~ there's no two ways
about it. 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. TWot all the talk in the
world efterwards is going to change that. By taking the plants away from
those boys now it would mean tearing the heart right out of them'.(50)

' The strike.-leader then declared that 'we've got to tell them to be
prepared to fight ... "I don't think it'll 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 assure that is to take the attitude that we
won't surrender to anybcdy. We fought the cops, we Toupht the company
thugs; and we can fight the National Guard too, the way we did in Toledo

eoet (51)  (My emphasis ~ W.L.) No one challenged this strategy.

_ - Rumtors spread that an attack was imminent, that Murphy would finally
use the Guard. Inside Fisher Body No.2 one worker, Francis 0fRourke.. had

. been Keeping a day-by-day diary: 'Iﬁjunotibh.has_been granted and Sheriff
Wolcott is coming down to take us out. We're not coming .out. Waiting,
wailting, waiting, won'!+t he ever come? We can't gét news ‘from the outside
and can't get news out. TIt's nerve wracking. Just walting for the Sheriff

_and wondering when we go into action. I hope none of us get hurt. All
good men they are and don't want violence. We're not coming out though ..

'u;.'"(SZ) .

* It was later revealed that, in preparation agasinst such arrests, mewbers of
the Union ILabor Post No,71 - the -'Union War Vets'! - had plans to !'take over the
city hall, the courthouse and police headquarters, capture and imprison all
officials and release the union men’. (as reported by Kraus, p.243)
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Inside Fisher No.1, 3000 workers were preparing for the worst.
Daily drills were being held, with an 'Officer of the Day! in command in
case of attack. A certain crane whistle. was to signal a call to arms, -
Everyone had his.orders. Four 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 pressure at all times;rwéh_Eebruary15 a shanty with.
pickets inside was placed over a nearby manhole cover, guarding thé only
spot from which the city water supply could be turned off. Foamite guns
mounted on two wheels, resembling:cannon, ‘were rolled into place. Although
banned, there were some rifles and revolvers on hand.: The ventilators
were plugged to prevent gas fromtbaing‘poured\ih through them. .

& majority of the strikers signed up in a 'fight~to~the-death com-
mittee'., Their plan Was“to_battle~any'a%ﬁackerﬁon a floor~-to-floor basis,
right up to the -roof.  They felt they could hold out indefinitely. A _
two-week supply of canned food had:.been shifted upstairs. On February 2,
the men in both Fisher Body plants then sent wires to Murphy: ‘

'e..The policé;of the city of Fiint belong to General Motors.. The
sheriff of Genesee County belongs to General Motors. The judges of Gene~ -
see County belong to General Motors ... It remains to be secen whether

the Governor of the -State’ also belongs to General Motors. Governor, we i -
have decided to stay in the plant; we have no illusions about the sacri-
fices which this decision will entail. . We fully expect that if a violent " -

effort is wade to oust us ‘many -of us will be killed and we take this means
of making it kmown to our wives, to our children, to the people of the .
state of Michigan and the- country, that if this result follows from the
attempt to eject us, you are the one who must be held responsiblé for

our deathsi', (53) : S N ' o

That was the answer of the. strikers inside; outside the preparations -
were no less militant. Travis had requested mass assistance for a pos~
sible showdown. ILocals in his Toledo home base immediately began sending
five hundred to & thousand men, ready to remaint in Flint at least an

entire week., Auto-<Iite and other plants shut down because SO<manyVW§fkers,u~~/

had left their jobs to go to the aid of their brothers and sisters in i
Flint. Cars were streaming in from all over Michigan. Thousands of work-
ers were pouring over, the roads leading from Detroit to the embattled
workers., Ten thousand came from that city's Dodge and Chrysler plants -
alone. Kelsey-~Hayes had to shut its doors because its workers were march-
ing to Fisher Body. And 20,000 of Flint's own had begun massing at the
two Body plants. Chevy No.lt had been captured after the injunction had
been issued and therefore was not included in the ouster order...

The union declared February 3 'Women's Day!. ‘Hundreds..of  women
began arriving - from Detroit, Toledo, Lansing and Pontiac.- The Flint
Women's Emergency Brigade started massing 5000 woemen for the occasion.

The women decided to demonstrate right in the heart of ‘Flint. Par-
ading with their children they cerried signs reading: ‘'We stand by our.
heroes in the plants'; - 'Our daddies fight for usf;ittle‘tykés'a As the



- 31 -

deadline neared the women marched to Fisher No.1, merrlng .with the thous-
ands already there and encircled the entire length and brcadth of. .the plant,
six abrecast ina loop both ways, the biggest picket 11ne in Flintis his-
tory. There was to be no last-minute surrender. As the 5000 woumen 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.&-
worker aptly: descrlbed thelr feelln@s )

‘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 reading
about Davey Crockett and the last stand at the Alamo. - You know, mlster,
that's how I felt. Yes, sir, Chevy No.4 was my Alamo‘ (54) -

With world-wide 1nterest focuoea orn that 'warf,‘theAstage was setb
or a showdown, :

GM cap‘tulate

Murphy had reached the end of his rope. On the evening of February
10 he brought the injunction order to Lewis® hotel room to tell him it
would be served to oust the sit-downers. Lewis replied that if that hap-
pened he would march stralght to the plant and go inside to face the Guard
alongside the workers.* (55)

N

IR

With tens of thousands of workers in Flint surrounding the nlants
and refusing to surrender, with the heat and light at Chevy 4 turned off
on February 9 and.10, and nearly 5000 sit-downers prepared to 'fight to-
the death', on February 11, the 44th day of the sit-down, General Motors"
gave up. lt signed a contract with the UAW recognising 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 TOast 6
months. The union felt confident = and was, later provcd correct - that :
this was enough time to assure an overwhelmlng UAW majority in the GM chain.
All union members were to be rehired and would suffer no discrimination
bedause of union activity. Union buttoms, a. real organising tool at that
time, were permitted to be worn inside the plant. Formerly, workers had
been fired on,the spot for pinning one on. The injunctions were dropped.
Vegotlatlons would begin in five days on wages and working conditions, GM
immediately raised wages 5¢ an hour in the hope of 'Ytaking the play away
from the union', but necarly all the workers traced this %25 million increase
directly to the UAW victory.

R - ) , » : .

Contrary to the widespread assumption that Murphy never intended to use
the troops to forcibly remove the strikers, the Governor tCStlfled‘before _
the Senate Judiciary Commitiee on January 11, 1939 that, with R00oevelt's-
approval, he had reached: the p01nt of demanding that the writ be carried

out when negotiations were near a breakdown., (Detroit Free Press, Jan,

12-13, 1939)




- When the:settlement was brought to. the sit-downers for ratification,
sharp discussion ensued. - Chevy No.l4 workers were somewhat disappointed
because they were not included.in. the s¢le bargaining provision, -but it
was felt ﬁha?eth;s;qertainlyAwoul&;be achieved -in-less thah ‘six months,
The workers at Fisher Body. No.2-approved it. after a Long discussion,. But-
at Fisher Body No.1 the men began Tiring questions:--at their leaders: 'How
about the speed of the line? How about the bosses 5_will_theynbe as. tough
as'ﬂ‘e‘»ver.?}l,«.‘,' R T : PN : N O T T LM .

Finally, one''striker summed it up whéﬁ;hégsaid:- "What's the use of
kidding ourselves. - 411 that piecé of paper feans is that we got a union.
The rest depends on us!i'.(56) . . N .

The Flint workers had 'struck the blow which shattered the shackles .
of open shop tyranny'.

Now the workers prepared to leave the rlants that had been theiﬁvhomé
for 4l long days. One of them - 'John Thrasher .of Standard Cotton, a small
feeder plant for Fisher One, where the sit-down closely paralleled that of
the_major unit' -~ set down his thoughts on this odécasion:

‘As~fhe_éxhilara£i¢n of‘ogr”fifét union victéi&iWﬁfé?pff the gang
was - occupied with thoughts'of‘leaving;ﬁhé silent factory. ...

10ne found himself Wonderihg what home life would be like again,
Nothing that happened before the strike began seemed to register in the
mind any more. It is as if time itself started with the strike.

I tWhat will it be like 'to go home and to come back tomorrow with .motors
running and the"long-silénced mgchines_réaringiagain?; But that is for the- .
futuresii P e T

. -10ne must pack. - Into..a paper shopping bag .I place the things which -
helped make my "house' a place to live in: house 'slippers, extra shirts, - ©©
socks and underwear;. razor and shaving equipment; two. books; a reading lamp}
and the picture of my wife that hung above my beds.. = = . . ..

- 'It is near time to-go. Already there 18 a goodly dumber of cars and .
people outside, brother workers who have come to escort us ot of the plant.
The first victory has béen ours but the war is not over, We were strong
enough to win over all thé ‘dombined forces of our enemies and we shall con- -
tinue %o win -only if w& remember that through ‘solidarity we have been made .
free, - .o ' S . o S

" 1Wow the door is opening!', (57)

At 5 pm on February 11 the whistle sounded full blast and the evacua~--.
tion of Fisher Body No.1 began. The thousands walting outside cheered as
Bud Simons headed up the line of workersiicoming out  under a huge sign bear=-
ing the declaration, 'Victory is Ours'.All the strikers Garriéd bundles
of belongings on their backs. Waves of deafening cheers resdunded as -
entire families leaped at the men,. marching like a conqueéring army. : Lines"
formed and the . two-mile parade to  the other ‘plants began,™ As’ the double’
row of marchers reached the top of the hill facing Fisher No.2 and ‘Chevy &
great flares 1it up the area. Confetti poured down and the huge gates of
No.4 opened.
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As. eoltor Kraus desorlbed it: ‘Lungs that were. already spent: w1th
cheerlng found . new otrength as the. brave men whose brilliant coup had
turned the strike to definite victory-began to descend the stairss . They
looked haggard: with. exhaustlon.- The mark of suffering was on them. Tet
their collective joy and pride. submerged all this.: As’ they came- out, wives
and children rushed to husbands.and fathers who-had mot been seen for . ten:
fear-filled days. Strong, heavily-bearded men were: unashamed of tears.

Then somecone began to sing Solldarlty

tSolidaerity forever! : :

i50lidarity forever.kw

'Solldarlty forever}.. . ; .

!For the union makes us strong"~

'and as all joined in, the moment was carrled beyond 1ts almost unbearaole

tenseness and emotion.' When Fisher No.2 had emptled the cheerlng and.
noise. 'ez CLcded all bounds of nearlng »

Tne thousands sang ‘Solldarlty orever' as they surged into Thlrd
Avenue, a. human flood headed for the. center: of the c1ty. They had,uado
Fllnt a unlon town. . . i : ~ 5o 3w dasth ey ;

As UAW edltor Kraus noted (58) the splrlt of the tlme was expressed
perfoctly by one sllghtly tipsy.worker to another celobratlng later in:ithe:
wee hours of the morning:. 'Emmct, you gotta belleve me* 0 aln't me that's
talkln‘, 1t*s the CIO in me" ; .

AFTERMATH

S Tne ImMEdI&té'GfTECtS”Uf s v1ctory Werd: enormous. AlﬁhoﬁghﬁAELf y
head Green called the settlement 'a blow to'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; Massachusetts-plant’ announced ifmmediate wage increascs.
Four days ‘after the workéers'had marched out of GM's plants UAW membershlp
reached 200 OOO Another tOO 000 were 51vned up qigy tho next few nionths,

i Brlngs and Wurray, two body manufacturers, gave wage hl?es on
15th; Nash-=Kelvinator settled the néxt day; a“Second BrlQ¢S plant gLt Fllnt
won. time and one-half for overtlme and ‘a wage 1ncrease after a ?z hour 51t-_
down on the 17th; 3000 women in various factorics sat down in Dotroit on
the 18th; 2000 more joincd them the next day. By the 22nd there were, 75,000
auto workers in the UAW in Detroit alone, and 375 million had been added ‘to
auto workers! wages . in that model year. On the 23rd ten strlkes were won '
in a single day and Chrysler offered increases in all deoartments, while
agreelng to negotlate a contract with the UAW for 1ts 75 000 workers.

On the 24th less than two weeks after the Fllnt 51t 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 9000
New England shoe workers had just walked out. The next day 14 new sit~downs
began in Detroit. And then came the big one.



- 34 .

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 CIO's Steel Workers Organising “Coumittee. - WITHOUT A
STRIKE. After long and bloody battles dating back to ‘the 19th.century, a
unicn had come to steel. During the auto strike, flying squads of organ-—
" isers had been blanketing the steel towns of Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois,
and other states ‘signing up workers by the thousands. The giant monopoly
apparently saw the handwriting on the wall and wanted no part of a Flint-
style offensive in its own mills. :

The next day General Eléctric announced it would meet with the United
Electrical workers, CIO, to discuss a contract for its 60,000 workers. - By
March %, 47 sit-down strikes:had been won in Detroit, and young -women i .
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 organising 5 million workers, a task
which was virtually accomplished in less than 4 Yyears. A half-century of
battles, of Homestead, Haymarket, 1877, Pullmen, packinghouse, 1919 in
steel, finally came to‘fruitiqn in the greatest industrial organising drive
the nation had ever scen., Tt had been nurtured in Akron, spread to. Toleds
end Cleveland, and then, when the CIO leadership set its sights on steel
as the kingpin, the auto workers 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
4h days svent inside of Fisher Body Nos.1 and ‘2 and Chevrolet Assembly No.k
was the turning point for thé unionisation of the mzss~production industries
in the United States. As one observer declared when the strike was barely -
ten days old: 'The future of the Committee for Industrial Organisation,
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'. (59) h

Thet this was a turning point is easily demonstrated: it was the

first time that a national union had thrown all its weight behind onc of

its sections. It represented the triumph of industrial unionism over the
wore divisive AFL craft-type unionism. As noted previously, it was the most
importent single factbr,in-spurring the unionisation of Big Steel. It was
'the first major test of the:industrial union drive ... moving forward in
Steel and other mass production industries'.(60) Shortly afterwards, the
Supreme Court, 'coincidentally', reversed its previous position and declared
the Wagner Act constitutional, making certain basic workers! rights legal.

Even more fundamentally7 'the attack on GM_was basically an attack
on one of the important sectors of Wall Street', (61) a point well under~
stood by many of its leaders. Mortimer had told the Fisher Body workers:

'This thing is deeper than most veople realise. Behind GM is the
Steel Institute. Behind the Steel Institute are the DuPonts. It is a
fight between the American’ working class-.and the tap rooct of American cap-
italism', (62) Lo
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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 a financial power that was interlocked with -
finance capital throughout the world.:-In organising GM, the auto workers
were breaking through the enemy line at one of its strongest pointsy which™
is why the repercussions spread throughout. the country. .While it was not
a revolution - it did not, nor was its-aim to, transfer state power into
the hands of the working class - it was-a majdr'éonfrontatipn in the strug-
gle between property . rights and workers' rights, =nd many. of -the laws.
established. by: the ruling class, to keep the workers in check were broken,
GM's president, Alfred Sloan, himself recognised this new-found povwer of
the workers when he saids™~ U LT T R
'Through the ... Courts the illegality of the ‘sit-down" was esta~
blished. 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 autho-
rities to enforce the orders of thé“Court and the State itself took no
action toward maintaining the authority of the law. (8loan should have . ,
sald no successful effort or action was taken, since they certainly tried. -
- W.L.) Under such ¢ircumstances, the ‘Corporation stood powerless. Mani-.
festly, it became a matter beyond itS'poWeruﬁb:COﬁtrol‘.~(63)““” , SR
What exactly was this:power that could strike at: thé *tap root' of
capitalism and render GM !'powerless'? - e

In the first place it was the overwhelming rank-and-file character vl
of the strike. It should be rememberéd what the workers would- have faced : =/ °°
in a prolonged organising struggle: ~‘dompany spies, blacklists, strike- ; - &5
breaking, firing due to union activity, tear gas,ietc. The sit-down over-
came all of these obstacles. But almost by definition it is in the nature
of a sit~down that the rank and filé'must run it. It cannot succeed other-
wise. 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 mags, many things became possible:
demonstrations; mass picketing barring entry and discouraging attack
through active defence; 24-hour picket lines; agitation through bulletins,
newspapers, sound trucks, and mass singing of labor songs to bolster
morale; a democratically run strike committee with direct and large rank-
and-file representation and therefore control; relief committees; free
food supply, etc. It was this mass participation that enabled the workers
to 'take possession' of the plants and gain backing from the working class
population of a company town, This helped provide the strong outside sup~
port 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 organised group found it irresis-
tible, especially as it accumulated victories over a heretofore unbeatable
eneny. . :
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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‘corpOﬁj,,
rations hed constructed a method of prdduction that set men tapart!, don~
centrating on their ‘own' job, as a cog in a wheel, what many called
'dehumanisation'; on the otHer hand, the assembly line contained within
itself the seeds of power to conquer its owners. The key to its operation
was usually contained within a few departments, and the organisers set
about developing 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 inogerative, as was certainly demonstrated in the light-~
ning-like actions involved in closing down Chevy Nos.4 and 6. S

To start a sit-down, a highly organised c¢ore was all that was neces-
sary. DBut a participating and supporting mass was necessary to win it.

-The. importance of the workers to the assembly line operation - who
individually were cogs in the 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 imp-
ortant than the money of the stockholders, than the gambling on Wall Street,
than the doings of the managers and foremen', :

. S0 predominant was this rank-and-file character that it moved in
advance of the CIO leaders: I'Tt is probably true that if ... the CIO had
been entirely free to pick (its) own time and place, the struggle in auto-
mobiles would have come somewhat later, might even have been postponed
until after a victory had been won in steel or in rubber or in coal. The
‘auto workers'! strike was primarily a rank and file movement®. (64)

OoOoOoOoOoQoCéOOOoOoO
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