HARD TIMES

:ors v:lere .pa{asites, trying to tear down the structure. There was no law of
: ugnrzlee' principles. It was nothing but a contest of staying power. It was a
Pef)ple would regard a depression today as man-made. In the past, d
pressions féll in the same category as earthquakes and bad weagwr’ Ae )
act of Providence or God. I don’t think there’d be the acquiescence o.f thn
Thirties. I think there’d be a rebellion. I think even in these suburbs o :
he.re you’d get a rebellion, Exactly what they’d do about it, I don’t know uI
think there’d be a vigorous and, ultimately violent insist’cnce' if not :
measure, then some other measure. Something and s:;)on. . W

There was some of this in the Thirties, the left wing. Some were called
CommunlstF; some were Communists. They pointed up, as they called it
tl?e contradictions: people starving, with farmers being t(’)ld to kill off thehi
pigs. Ther.e Was anger and frustration with the inability to put the produc-
tive capacity to work to meet the needs of the people. There wasn’t rIr)luch of

this talk in the Thirties—these were th i
tho tringe today € nuts, the fringe. They wouldn’t be
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Three Strikes

Bob Stinson

THE SIT-DOWN

“Everybody has to have something they're really sold on. Some people go
to church. If I'd had anything I'm really sold on, it's the UAW.”

Regularly, he visits the regional headquarters of the United Automobile
Workers Union in Flint, Michigan. He’s a small-boned man, in specs,
sports shirt and a business suit.

“I started working at Fisher Body in 1917 and retired in ’62, with 45
and 810 years service. Until 1933, no unions, no rules: you were at the
mercy of your foreman. I could go to work at seven o’clock in the morning,
and at seven fifteen the boss’'d come around and say: you could come back
at three o’clock. If he preferred somebody else over you, that person would
be called back earlier, though you were there longer.

“I left the plant so many nights hostile. If I were a fella big and strong,
I think I'd a picked a fight with the first fella I met on the corner. (Laughs.)
It was lousy. Degraded. You might call yourself a man if you was on the
street, but as soon as you went through the door and punched your card,
you was nothing more or less than a robot. Do this, go there, do that.
Yowddo it

“We got involved in a strike in Detroit, and we lost the strike. Went
back on our knees. That’s the way you learn things. 1 got laid off in the
fall of *31. I wasn’t told I was blackballed, but I was told there was no
more jobs at Fisher Body for me. So I came to Flint and was hired right
off the bat. I'm positive my black marks in Detroit followed me later.

(Laughs.)
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“We had a Black L. ion in thi,
i . 8ion in this town made of st ] '
o :tbljﬁoptfl);tf’z?ztihof ﬁpeople. They got themselyes inléoojdswoi(t)llt Zifem: "
€ Iinger on a union orpan;
o ' . . ganizer. On th
" Oal:l’,dt:tfht ‘;;1;“. Once in q while, a guy'd come ine ifli;?;teaozzr: .
g s y, at happe'ned?’ He'd say, T wags walking alon thc vl
rrThg %lc ome from behind and knockeg me down.’ 8 fhe sl
; ' .
poser bzc)/; aL;gton later developed into the Flint Alliance. It was §
Those e " .te up of the good solid citizens, who were terrorized ulf ,
8teators, who had come in here 10 take over the plant. The
. ) y

and-Se i
i st:; et‘cj) ioﬂl:;r:e(:).mTcge); Iljnforn}:;d the supervisors they could stay, if
. . - 1hey told the plant po; e
]Ot;;S ;;)ndg as they didn’t interfere with thelx)v?)lrlkeli(s)hce ey could do thei '
s .
they Shoz:l ldil.}glsllga;;(})/lbt:; plant, see that nobody got involved in anything
he; . 00y got careless with compa
ilttmg On an automobile cushjon without putting%lﬁzlaprgszrty_‘suc}l .
The men who workegd from 4:30 p.m. 10 12:30 AM ’ e s
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tulked to. You couldn’t paint a sign on the wall or anything like that. You
used bare springs for a bed. *Cause if you slept on a finished cushion, it
was no longer a new cushion.

Governor Murphy* said he hoped to God he would never have to use
National Guard against people. But if there was damage to property, he
would do so. This was right down our alley, because we invited him to the
plant and see how well we were taking care of the place.t

They'd assign roles to you. When some of the guys at headquarters
wanted to tell some of the guys in the plant what was cookin’, I carried the
message. I was a scavenger, too.

The merchants cooperated. There’d be apples, bushels of potatoes,
crates of oranges that was beginnin’ to spoil. Some of our members were
also little farmers, they come up with a couple of baskets of junk.

The soup kitchen was outside the plant. The women handled all the
cooking, outside of one chef who came from New York. He had anywhere
from ten to twenty women washing dishes and peeling potatoes in the
strike kitchen. Mostly stews, pretty good meals. They were put in contain-
ers and hoisted up through the window. The boys in there had their own
plates and cups and saucers.

Didn’t the guys want a drink now and then . . . ?

That was one of the hard ones. Even though you had strict discipline in
there, anybody wanted to climb through the window, you couldn’t stop
him. He could leave any time he wanted. There was always some of the
boys who would take a day off, go out and see how the old woman was
doing. When they'd come back in, if somebody didn’t search ’em, why,

there’d be a pint.
The plant police would start bringin’ in some women. That was damn

quickly stopped.

We had ’em outnumbered. They may have been anti-union at the time,
but it wasn’t more than three or four years later before the plant guards’
union was organized. I don’t blame ’em. They were dependent on their
supervisors for jobs just like we were.

Most of the men had their wives and friends come down, and they’d
stand inside the window and they’d talk. Find out how the family was. If
the urion supplied them with enough coal. . . .

We had a ladies’ auxiliary. They’d visit the homes of the guys that was
in the plant. They would find out if there was any shortage of coal or food.
Then they’d maneuver around amongst themselves until they found some
place to get a ton of coal. Some of them even put the arm on Consumer

Power if there was a possibility of having her power shut off.

* Frank Murphy. He subsequently became a Supreme Court Justice.
T See Harry Norgard’s interpretation in the sequence, “Strive and Succeed,” p. 439.
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Any of the wives try to talk the 8UYys into coming out?

Some of ’em would have foremen come to their homes: “Sorry, your
husband was a very good operator. But if he don’t get out of the plant and
away from the union, he’ll never again have a job at General Motors.” If
this woman was the least bit scared, she’d come down and cry on her
husband’s shoulder. He’d more than likely get a little disturbed, get a hold
of his strike captain, . . . Maybe we'd send a couple of women out
there. Sometimes you just had to let ’em go. Because if you kept them in
there, they’d worry so damn much over it, that’d start ruinin’ the morale
of the rest of the guys.

Morale was very high at the time. It started out kinda ugly because the
guys were afraid they put their foot in it and all they was gonna do is lose
their jobs. But as time went on, they begin to realize they could win this
darn thing, *cause we had a lot of outside people comin’ in showin’ their
sympathy.

Time after time, people would come driving by the plant slowly, They
might pull up at the curb and roll down the window and say, “How you
guys doin’?” Our guys would be lookin’ out the windows, they’d be singin’
songs and hollerin’. Just generally keeping themselves alive.

Sometimes a guy’d come up to you on the street and say, “How the guys
doin’?” You say, “They’re doin’ all right.” Then he’d give ya a song and
dance: “I hear the boys at Chevrolet are gonna get run out tonight.” * I’d
say, “Hogwash.” He’d end with sayin’: “Well, I wish you guys the best of
Iuck because, God damn, when I worked there it was a mess.” The guy’d
turn around and walk away.

Nationally known people contributed to our strike fund. Mrs, Roosevelt
for one. We even had a member of Parliament come from England and
address us.

Lotta things worked for the union we hadn’t even anticipated. Com-
pany tried to shut off the heat. It was a bluff. Nobody moved for half an
hour, so they turned it back on again. They didn’t want the pipes to get
cold. (Laughs.) If the heat was allowed to drop, then the pipes will sepa-
rate—they were all jointed together—and then you got a problem.

Some of the time you were scared, because there was all kinds of ru-
mors going around. We had a sheriff—he came in one night at Fisher
One and read the boys the riot act. He told ’em they had to leave. He

* Several other General Motors plants in Flint were the scenes of similar sit-downs.
“At Chevrolet Four, there was a knock-flown and drag-out fight. That's where the
Battle of Bull Run happened. The boys took it over, and the city police and the
sheriff’s men decided they were gonna throw ‘em out. Between the tear gas the police
used and the nuts and bolts the strikers used, there was hell to pay. We run ’em off.
When the tear gas got in the plant, the women’s brigade smashed every damn win-

dow they could find to let the air in. It was vicious. (Laughs.) Hans Larson, he was
shot in the Battle of Bull Run.”
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wood there, looked at ’em a few minutes. A couple of guys began to curse
, imself.
i d he turned around and left himse . ]
lml,\lzzonal Guard troops were there. Some from Pontiac, sorrit;‘ :::moljsg
troit. T lived within a block where they camped. 1 wquld bpatii thes \};’v e
fellas every day. One boy, pretty young, he had a unlokrll. u “Your.captain
his union button or was it his dad’s? I wallfed up’ to him. bue T eonn
allow you to wear that button?” He says, “I don’t know,h L o N
‘ﬁnd out.” (Laughs.) They were twenty-year-olds. Well-behav .
tuff, nothing untoward happened. B .
rolflgl}lles rl:len sat ing there for forty-four days. Governor .g/[urfh);n e; g;n
emotional over him (laughs)—was trying to get both st f,:’ oSIee -
some common ground. I think he lost many a good nig ts alr)l.d e
wouldn’t use force. Mr. Knudsen was head of General Motors reen’lem
course, there was John L. Lewis. They'd reach a temRore;;)elt:Ogit ement
vari i i GM headquarters in
invariably the Flint Alliance or . none
:‘lr:livlvn: moaney wrench in it. So every morning, Murphy got up with ai
blem. , .
un;‘())l}::iprvxo/as as close to a Shakespearean actor as any 1 veheveilr IC;St;r(l,e:;
: he adversaries—he ha
id pet up there and damn all t ' :
tc((:m}r:lea:gl;f lagnguage. He made a speech that if they shoot the boys out a
1 *

t. they’d have to shoot him first. . .
theT%l::c ’werz a half a dozen false starts at settlement. Finally, lx;ve %otth‘;eee
word: THE THING 18 SETTLED. My God, you had to send a;) oguse ree

€0 l.e one right after the other, down to some of t.hose plants Secd se the
guyf d,idn’t believe it. Finally, when they cflfid get it, they marc
ith the flag flyin’ and all that stuff. ) ‘
the\;ﬂaf,léss‘:; some gu%fs Zomin’ out of there with whns.kers as l‘ong as SavI:ra
CI OuThe‘ made a rule they wasn’t gonna shave ur}tll’ the st.rqce waﬁ (‘)len,£
Ol?u; was )']ust like—you’ve gone through the Armistice dehrlur?},m z;l o
ou’? Ever)llbody was runnin’ around shaking everybody bz o hs‘),
ya i;l’ “Jesus, you look strange, you got a beard on you novs}/l. trectsgthat
iV}cl)mén kissir;’ their husbands. There was a lotta drunks on the s
T i iece of paper and says that
Mr. Knudsen put his name to a piece at
Ge\r?lvelz'zl Motors recognizes the UAW-CIO—until that n}xlon:)f;nt,o ::;e v(vHiS
non-people, we didn’t even exist. (Laughs.) That was the big .

eyes are moist.)

i he
i rged to use the National QUard to oust t
it Tewis h::wr%h'y“;v:tslalljf;legrsgngﬂly enter General Motors Cge\f/;:tletl I;ll?.;i
Namber Fe chils}:)all or&er the men to disregard your order, to star;1E o i
e up tshe largest window in the plant, open 1t, divest myse ‘ trgops -
s e remmove shirt and bare my bosom. Then, when you order you e o
;-iat:m;lnitr,n; if/‘ilﬁvgent‘})lle first breast that those bullets vst/;}l s:(r’xiléz. (Qn;(,)uis gr?zndfat)tlx o
ror i ou will listen to the [ grand

fll-: rvrvlh?sl;e::l?: ;Kuf'oe;}rlf ‘}%;gz{(‘fi;r):: you sure you are doing the right thing?
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