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Still as militant as ever

September, 1978

UAW founders hold reunion here

by Doug Cunningham

On December 30, 1936, a sit-down
strike began that shook Flint to its
very foundations. On that day, hun-
dreds of factory workers forcibly shut
down the assembly lines at three key
General Motors plants, sitting down
at their jobs. ;

For forty-four days the workers sat
in the shops, repelling every attempt
by city police, GM and the National
Guard to force them out in an un-
precedented workers revolt against

Friends and relatives break through police lines and bust open the

ried them through one of the most
difficult labor struggles in American
history. We went to the reunion in an
attempt to understand the forces that
have shaped Flint's history for the
past forty years, because without the
UAW, it would have been a very
different history indeed.

“It was a struggle for survival,
that’s what it was, an absolute strug-
gle for survival,”” Nellie Besson
Hendrix told the VOICE. ““We (the
UAW) had to meet secretly in base-

windows of the Chevy plant after tear gas had been thrown in.

intolerable working conaions ini-
posed on them by General Motors.
They demanded recognition by GM
of their newly-formed union, the
United Autoworkers of America
(UAW), and in the end they won it.

But not without a fight. The police
used tear gas, clubs, mounted patrol
man and guns against the strikers
and their supporters on picket lines
outside the plants. The sitdowners
responded with two-pound door
hinges, industrial water hoses,
chunks of pavement and anything
else they could get their hands on.
GM shut off the heat in the occupied
plants, tried to keep food from enter-
ing and the National Guard threaten-
ed to come in shooting.

But the sitdowners prevailed, sup-
ported continuously throughout the
strike by the Women's Auxilliary and
Emergency Brigade, John L. Lewis
and the United Mine Workers, their
friends and families, as well as thou-
sands of Flint citizens. They finally
won recognition for the fledgling
UAW.

And on August 11, 1978, forty-one
years later, they gathered in Flushing
Park for a picnic celebration of that
historic victory. We talked to some of
the men and women who made labor
history so many years ago here in
Flint, found them still solidly commit-
ted to militant unionism and full of
the same spirit that successfully car-

ments by candle light at night at
first. We used to leave the lights on
and the radio playing upstairs.”’

Nellie was active in the Women's
Brigade, a group of militant women
who fully supported the sitdowners
throughout the ordeal. The brigade
was instrumental to the success of
the strike. They cooked and delivered
food to the men inside the plants,
smashed the windows out so the men
could breathe when police fired tear
gas into th~ plant, and organized
pickets anu semonstrations of sup-
port.

Today, it's hard to believe that the
powerful UAW once was forced to go
underground. Initially, union organ-
izing had to be done clandestinely.
Roscoe Rich was an organizer in

The National Guard arrive to bring law
and order to Flint,

Fisher 2, and describes himself as
““Red Mundale’s right-hand man.”’
Mundale was the chief organizer at
Fisher 2, and it was he who started
the sitdown with a wave of his arm.
“You had to be awful sneaky,””
Roscoe said, *‘That’s about the only
way I can describe it. They fired a
guy for carrying a union button, you
know. You had to carry it in your
shirt or some damn thing."”
Joe Devitt was a union man who sat
down at Fisher 1, *‘There were a few

victory against General Motors.

men in each plant who were picked
out by the UAW organizers because
they could be trusted,”” Devitt said.

“Wyndham Mortimer was the first
organizer to be sent in here,”’ Joe
continued, “*and his job was to visit
workers in their homes. He was
taken out finally because he wasn’t
getting along with Reuther.”

“To read some of the articles,
you'd think Walter Ruether organized
the union, which he didn’t. He got all
the credit where Mortimer and guys
like him got no credit

‘Mot very many people know this
today, but the left-wingers played a
very significant and leading role in
organizing the union. They contribut-
ed a great deal in the early days with
their organizing skills and strategy
techniques.”’

“They were shoved out after the
UAW was organized.”’

“As far as the newspapers were
concerned,”’ Joe went on, “‘all of us
that sat down were labeled as com-
mies and reds.

“If a man would pass out because
he was sick, ill or something like
that, they'd just let him go. ‘There's
somebody else to take your place.’
they'd say.

‘“We'd ask the foreman, *What's
the production quota today?,” and he
would answer, ‘Fifty more than you
can do.”
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After forty-four days inside the plant, the sit-downers rejoice over their

What prompted Joe Devitt and
hundreds of others like him to risk
their jobs and possibly their lives
challenging one of the world's big-
gest corporations? Undeniably, it was
the working conditions in the shops.

‘‘Before we had the union they
figured we were just a bunch of
damned slaves. The minute you set
foot inside that door, you might as
well say you're going to prison. That
ain’t no lie,”’ Gus Morley told the
VOICE. Morley was a sitdowner in

Plant 4. '‘The companies were the
best union organizers we had.””

““You know what they would do?,”’
Morley said, ‘‘They would grab you
by the ear, pull you over to the
window and say, ‘Do you see all
those people in front of the employ-
ment office looking for jobs? Keep
you're damn mouth shut, or you're
gonna join ‘em.' ™’

Nellie Besson Hendrix: ‘‘Some-
times we would go into work and
maybe work for a couple hours, then
the machine would break down or
something, and they'd send us to the
cafeteria. We didn’t get paid for that,
only the actual time worked.

“*And if you went home, you might
get fired.”’

There is a feeling among the sit-
downers we talked to that despite the
size and power of the UAW today,
the union can't afford the complacen-
cy that has settled over its top lead-
ership and much of its rank and file.
Former UAW President Leonard
Woodcock, just as Walter Reuther
before him, did all he could to sup-
press the leftists within the UAW,
and that must take at least part of
the blame for the umion’s current
reputation among many of its mem-
bers. Woodcock said in 1975 that the
UAW has abandoned the philosophy
of class struggle (worker against
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