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“At Cosgrave's, on Post and Powell."

“That store is a headache,” he said, “we don't have any members there.
If you can bring five members, I'll let you join the union.”

I went back wondering, how am I going to get people to join the
union? He had furnished me with a little pamphlet, so I read up and
then I discovered that all our salaries in the store were way below rates
that the union members earned. The next day I got out this little union
scale and started showing everybody who worked in the store that we
were making less money than everybody else in the city.

So this activity reached the head buyer's ears, and she came down and
said, "I want to talk to you." I said okay and she said, “I want to talk to
you in the ladies room.” She put her hands on me and said, "I under-
stand you're talking union in this store. We don't allow that, we are a
happy family!"

I said, “Wait a minute, when I came to work here I didn't sell my soul
to the devil so I couldn't talk any more.” I told her I would go on talking
as long as I was on the job, and she said I would be separated from the
job. I shrugged and walked back on the floor. That was Wednesday. On
Saturday when I went to get my paycheck, they said, “We are firing you
as of tonight because you were off sick too much.”

I hadn't been sick! So I went home and called Betsy and said, “Thanks
a lot. I've been working at the store a whole year and you come in and
tell me about joining the union, and the union tells me I can't join until I
bring in five members. So I try to get five members and now I'm fired."

She called me Sunday and told me to go to my job as usual. “We're go-
ing to put a picket line around that store. They can't fire you for being
sick, the union has a clause about that.”

“I don't belong to the union, your dear union did not take me in as a
member.”

Reforming the Union

Monday morning when I got to the store there were about 15 or 20 peo-
ple picketing. I said, “Doesn't it seem silly you people putting up a
picket here in front of the store? It seems to me you should have a pic-
ket around the union because the union would not take me in as a
member. The union put me on the spot.”

These pickets said, “You're right!” We marched down to the union
office, up the stairs and when we walked in, Dave Jenkins with his big
voice bellowed, “Where's Johnny?” We marched into Johnny Bliota's
office and Johnny turned white as a sheet, scared the pants off him.

Johnny turned to me, “You go out there to the desk and join this
union.”
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LynNN CHILDS 53

welder or burner, but I had to have special training. I said, “You give me
a test and find out if I can burn." My training as a shipfitter had taught
me what to tell burners to do, how to cut a pattern and lay out the work.
With that experience I tricked them into hiring me as a burner, and in
less than half an hour I was promoted from 85¢ to $1.05!

They turned me over to a leaderman, who helps you get your equip-
ment and get set up for the kind of burning the boss wants you to do. So
there was a very nice young man who was my leaderman, and I was
scared to death because I didn't know how to burn a thing. I made up
my mind to tell him my story and he was shocked. He said, “Well, if you
had enough nerve to take that test and come here as a burner with no
experience, I'm going to put you in a corner and teach you." He was a
white young man, and he was delighted I had pulled this thing over on
the Navy. He taught me to use a drag tip for burning a straight line and
a flat tip for shell burning and gaggle round tips for pattern burning. 1
was able to burn many different materials in about one-third the time it
took other burners to do the same job. For this reason I got to be the only
woman shell burner in the shipyard.

After two years with the Navy, I heard that the Army over in San Fran-
cisco at Fort Mason was repairing ships damaged in combat and they
needed a little tiny person to work in engine room repairs. At that time |
was around 98 pounds and I could go into very small areas.

It was at Fort Mason I had the experience of seeing old Filipino men
being abused. There was this big six foot white officer about 19 years
old, swearing at one old man and kicking him. I turned my torch up so
high, with all the oxygen and acetylene pressure at full force, it gave off
a flame of at least five feet. Just press the trigger once and you could cut
a whole swath out of the side of a room. When I turned it on him it
scared him really bad.

She paused a moment. It scared me really bad, too. He said he had
been taught in Marine boot camp that any dark-skinned people were
beneath all white people, and he began to cry. We sat down and started
to talk, and just at this moment the intercom came alive.

“Colonel Hickman wants to talk to Lynn Childs! Lynn Childs!"

I said to myself, this is it. Then all these people who had been stand-
ing there cringing over what the officer was doing to the Filipinos, and
had never said anything, they all got up in a body and started following
me off the ship. All the burners, all the welders, all the shipfitters and
the fitter helpers, everybody in the bottom of that ship. They all dropped
their equipment and followed me.

When I started to go on the gangplank, I asked, “Where do you guys
think you are going?” They said they were going with me. “We're going
with you because we feel that what you did was something we should
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6 LABOR HEROINES

beside her husband, they do the same kind of work and nLEn the
same hardships. “Excluding women,” Huerta concludes, “protecting
them, keeping women at home, that's the middle-class way. Pdor peo-
ple’s movements have always had whole families on the line, ready to
move at a moment's notice, with more courage because that's all we
had. It's a class — not an ethnic — thing." k

I %:.r_._ptﬁlu Wy
s . _... ﬂﬁy ok

Problem Not to Feel Guilty

Huerta was criticized by her family when she drove around L_#r six
young children, a seventh on the way, organizing, negotigting, speak-
ing. Nevertheless she was accepted and admired as a leader. She herself
went through periods of conflict, especially when the children were
small. "My biggest problem,” she said, *was not to feel guilty about it. . .
I'had no way of knowing what the effect on my kids would be.| Now,
ten years later, I can look back and see it's O.K. The kids|are fine.”
Women in the farmworkers union have made great sacrifices. Last
summer over a hundred women, from teenagers to great-grand-
mothers, spent weeks in jail for violating anti-picket injunctions. Others
packed up on only a week'8 notice, leaving their homes in Delano and
travelling to the large cities of the midwest, the north and the south to
set up picket lines and spread the word of the boycott. The men'sacri-
fice, too. Everyone who works for the union gets the same pay, ex-
penses and $5 a week. “When one of our supporters came to take my

LYNN CHILDS

Life of an Activist

As told to Joyce Maupin

Many thanks to Lynn Childs for this interview. Ms, Childs is now 72, and liv-
ing in San Francisco. Her story is featured in the film Rosie the Riveter,
which includes this narrative about Ms. Childs standing up to a white officer
who was abusing a Filipino worker.

“If you lift one foot again,” she said, turning her torch on the husky
young officer, “'m going to blow your guts out.”

It seems, Lynn Childs explained, like anywhere I ever worked during
this period I was having fights to get some kind of conditions changed.
But up to that point I had always been fighting alone. 1 felt I was the per-
son who could handle all of my own problems.

One of her early battles was with a high school principal. Believe it or
not, she said laughing, I had aspirations to be a secretary. I got into San
Diego Trade High School — they guaranteed you a job after you got out
of school and I took the secretarial thing — business English, bookkeep-
ing, shorthand, the works. Three months before time to graduate, the
principal and the teacher started writing me nasty notes in shorthand.
They couldn't get a Black girl a job as a secretary (this was in 1927), so
they said I should get out of secretarial and go into domestic work.

I got so angry I blew my stack and had a terrific argument with the
principal. They threw me out of school. However, there was a wonder-
ful woman, a white woman, sort of a philanthropist, who was furious at

Reprinted from Union WAGE, March-April 1981
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FRANCES ALBRIER 49

“Support from other union members meant so much in the struggle
against discrimination and unfair treatment. They weren't only dis-
criminating against Black people, they also had discriminating policies
against white people with their little rules and their little cliques. So it
was just something that you had to work on and fight."

Frances Albrier has seen great changes in her lifetime. In 1926 when
she was employed in the Pullman cars, she could not ride in these cars.
“When we passed the southern line, all of the Blacks had to get in the
chair cars; we could not ride in the cars with the whites. We could not
eat in the dining room with the whites; we had to eat behind a curtain.
When I went back to Alabama in 1969, I saw no curtains; I saw Black
and white in the Pullman cars. The Blacks didn't have to get out of the
Pullman into a chair car. To me that was a big thing.

"One of the discriminations we still have to fight is discrimination
against women. We haven't gotten women out of bondage yet. I believe
that women should organize, and they should take time and go to their
union meetings and women's clubs and organize in order to better their
conditions, so they can be treated fairly as women and as human beings
in this nation and eventually in the world. Emancipation of all women
should be a dream of every woman in every country. We cannot have
freedom until women in every country are free. A few cannot be free
and the others slave. Women who participate in their unions can be a
great force in obtaining this freedom. It is a worthwhile goal.”
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10 LABOR HEROINES _

in prison was earlier expressed in her commitment to the ngm union
movement starting in the depression years. At a press interview after
her husband's arrest, she described them both as “ardent unjonists.”

Ethel Greenglass Rosenberg was born in 1916 to an impoverished
Lower East Side family in New York. Bright and musically gifted, she
used music as her first response to the oppression of poverty. From
adolescence she worked and sacrificed to pay for the training of her col-
oratura soprano voice, against the wishes of her family, who considered
her artistic vision a frivolity in the stark reality of their io_‘_%. Her art
and her developing political consciousness were never far dpart, and
music became and remained throughout her life a political as well as an
artistic expression. She sang frequently for union benefits ant became
particularly well known for her vibrant rendition of Ciribiri in, a Yid-
dish ode of joy. J

Singing for the People

Later in life she sang when the death sentence was p A95: ced, and
prior to her removal to Sing Sing, she sang to comfort M encourage her
sister inmates at the Federal House of Detention for V omen in New
York. “Rebel Girl" Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, when she me in the same
prison, wrote, “The inmates spoke with great mmomzmiﬁ of Mrs. Ethel
Rosenberg. . . (and) said they would never forget her sweet voice sing-
ing ‘Goodnight Irene.” H _

Ethel was 15 when she completed high school and nT&n&_q&Ebm.
The desperation of the times was quickly brought roBf to her during
her search for employment. She was knocked to the ground by the jet
from a police fire hose being used to quell a riot of job applicants in
front of a factory which had no more jobs. “Man’s inhumanity to man
has always made me sick at heart,” she wrote later. mﬁ;nﬁ: she was
hired as a clerk at $7.00 a week for the National New 5...1" Packing and
Shipping Company, whose work force was composed largely of teenage
women like herself. _

_
Lipstick for Scabs ;

When Ethel was 19, the shop she worked in was unorganized and con-
ditions were terrible. Workers were subjected to long hours and appal-
ling speed-up. Discriminatory pay scales were even lower for the large
number of women employees than for the men, regardless of seniority
or job experience and expertise. Ethel became active in an attempt to

organize a union shop. A frequent speaker at meetings, she found

FRANCES ALBRIER 47

wages, making union wages, and they were teaching women how to
weld and how to burn. So this friend of mine who was a doctor's wife
said, ‘Let's go out to school and learn how to weld.’

‘1 said all right, and we took the time that didn't interfere with our
housework and our family — from eleven at night to four in the morn-
ing. We could sleep and do all our housework and be out to school at
11:00 p.m. This school was developed by the government; it's called
Laney College now. There were a lot of women in the school but not
many Blacks; I think just three of us Blacks. It was just 60 hours and
you were supposed to know how to weld, to make a good bead, and be
out into the shipyards. I stayed 120 hours.

“The instructor asked me, 'Why are you staying here so long? You can
make a good bead, a perfect bead. They'd have to burn the piece off that
you weld on.' I said I was Black, so I had to know 120% more how to
weld than a white.

"He said, 'Well, you know the 120% now and I'm going to kick you out
of class. You go to the Kaiser shipyards. Moore is an old shipyard and
it's all jumbled up, great big beams of iron you have to walk over. It isn't
a convenient place for a woman. But Kaiser shipyards numbers 1, 2, 3,
and 4 are new yards and they are cleaner, not so cluttered up. I can't
teach you any more. You'll have to learn the rest in the shipyards.’

There's No Union to Accept Black Women

"My friend went to Moore's, she was already working. But I wanted to
see how much I knew and I decided to take the examination in all the
shipyards. I went to Moore and I passed Moore and they told me to
come back to work in two days. Then I went out to Kaiser and took the
test and the person who gave the test said, ‘Well, you have to have more
than 60 hours to make a bead like that. Go up to the office and come to
work.’

“When I got to the office with the paper from the examiner, the clerk
in the window said it was closing time, to come back Monday. ‘Call me
before you come back.’

“Monday I called and told him, I think I know why you wanted me to
call back, because I learned that you do not take Black women as
welders and burners. :

“He said, ‘That's right, Mrs. Albrier. I didn't want to embarrass you by
having you come out and telling you that. There's no union to accept
Black women. At Moore shipyard they have an auxiliary to the union
they go through, but at Kaiser we have Boilermakers Local 513, and it
doesn't have an auxiliary to accept Black people.’
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12 LABOR HEROINES

was fired. She filed a complaint with the National Labor Relations
Board and in March, 1936, the NLRB held in her favor, finding that she
had been discharged for union organizing and awarding her Hack pay
and reinstatement.

Although she did not return to this company, she continued working
to support her family during the next three years. In 1939, she married
her fellow trade unionist, Juluis Rosenberg, and with him bedame ac-
tive in the effort to recruit labor support to the growing antj-Fascist
movement in this country. Her last effort as an organizer was during
World War II, when she worked in civil defense. In 1941, she was the
only full-time volunteer for the East Side Crush Hitler Defense Counsel.

Conscience Not For Sale .
L@ in the

In 1950, the government was hunting for left-wing activists to
construction of a "spy ring" which would explain to people in the United
States why the Soviet Union had the bomb. The truth, that th Soviet
Union and most western nations had shared nuclear theory for decades,
was neither palatable nor dramatic. It could not be used as a ploy to
whip up support for cold war munitions spending. Ethel and Julius,
now parents of two small children, were among those arrested 'and in-
dicted for “conspiracy to commit espionage.” Convicted at the height of
the McCarthy era, they resisted the pressure to “cooperate’ and save
themselves by falsely implicating others. The prosecutipn offered to
commute their death sentences if they recanted and be e im_gmmmam_
for the state. They continued to declare their innocence, saying that
conscience was "not for sale.” For Ethel, it was the secdnd time she
defended her own beliefs and the rights of others by putti g her body
on the line. This time the trucks kept on rolling. . . [ |
Ethel and Julius Rosenberg followed in the footsteps ofla number of

dynamic trade union organizers whose effectiveness in _.nmrEbm d in-
spiring their fellow workers was cut short by a series of Em.:om on one
charge or another, followed by execution or life imprisonment| Their
co-defendant, Morton Sobell, Haymarket martyr Albert Parsons,
Massachusetts anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti, and Ethel's féllow rouba-
dor, Wobbly Joe Hill — its a heritage that cannot be taken from us. The
admonition they left is given poignant voice in a poem Ethel addressed
to her children, “If We Die": _ ,ﬁ

Work and build, my sons, and

Build a monument to love and Jjoy, _

To human worth, to faith we kept

For you, my sons, and yours.

FRANCES ALBRIER 45

leaving her with three children to support. She boarded the children
with a close friend and went “railroading and organizing the maids."

‘They were beginning to put on special deluxe trains, whose
customers were very wealthy people who needed care the same as they
had in their homes with their maids. So they hired Black women. Later
when they hired Asian and white women they called them attendants.
You had to learn manicuring, and my knowledge of nursing came in
handy because ill people traveled on the trains and needed someone to
help and care for them.”

Running Wild

“When you were employed as a maid, the maids were like the Pullman
porters; they bid on runs. If you were a new person coming into the ser-
vice, why you ‘ran wild." Runnin’ wild would mean you came into San
Francisco on the Sunset Limited that went to New Orleans, then by the
time you spent your five days off, the next train that was available and
needed a maid went to Chicago. So I would take that train into Chicago
and report, and they said, 'We need a maid to go to Canada to take some
real estate people.’ So I went to Toronto and when I came back they
said, 'We need a maid to go to Miami, Florida.' That's what was called
runnin’ wild, you didn't know where you were going or when you were
coming back.

“We worked for the Pullman company and we worked the same as
the Pullman porters. They were knocked around and buffed around
and had to take wages and runs and hours at the whim of the Pullman
company. Did you know the porters had to furnish the polish when
they polished the passengers' shoes? Sometimes eight to ten pairs of
shoes a night! They just didn't get anything much, any privileges much
that they should have. And they were fired on a whim. Some boss came
along and said, 'You should have been here and opened up the car on
time,' and the porter was fired. He had nobody to go to for grievance to
listen to his side of the story."

Organizing the Maids

“The Black workers had no union and they were struggling to organize.
They had a great friend who came to organize them and that was A.
Philip Randolph. I joined, but I joined in New Orleans because here in
the west when A. Philip Randolph came and lectured, the company had
spies to report how many employees were going to hear him. It might

_have been your job if you were reported attending and they learned
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14 LABOR HEROINES ‘

Unions in the Fields

Mary Imada joined other Japanese workers to fight against exploitation
"in the fields and canneries. She is part of a continuing story which
began with the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). The orga-
nized farm workers in the early 1900s but, during World War I, the
strength of the organization was destroyed by mass imprisonment and
persecution. The years that foliowed were peaceful for the growers.
The American Federation of Labor showed no interest in unionizi ga
constituency of Chinese, Filipinos, Japanese, Mexicans and East In-
dians. Then in 1929 a new Communist-led union, the Agricultural
Workers Industrial League, began organizing, The picture chan ed, and
from 1929 through 1935 there was a series of spectacular agri¢ultural
strikes.
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“Strawberry Season Comes to El Monte. Demands: 25¢ per hour plus meals

and board; Pay must be same for men and women; $1.00 per crate” (prevailing
pay was 45¢ per crate and 20¢ per hour.) _ |

m

Carey McWilliams writes in Factories in the Fields, *. . .r.m mn__ﬁﬂnm of

these years are without precedent in the history of labor in the nited
States. Never before had farm laborers organized on any such scale and
never before had they conducted strikes of such magnityde nJ_n_ such
far-reaching social significance.” ,

Mary became a part of this struggle early in 1930 when nw.::mq
workers went on strike. On the picket line she learned| about labor
unions, women's rights, and movements for social change. Later that
year she joined the Communist Party. She helped secretly to send rev-
olutionary literature to Japan by contacting Japanese mmwBT_ whp stop-
ped in the port of San Pedro. _

The “Red Peril” i _

|
We have no record of her activities in the organizing drives of the early
1930s. As strikes spread throughout the California Valley, the vigilantes
armed. The “yellow peril” in the fields was quickly transformed into a
‘red peril.” Strikers were dragged out of their homes and savagely
beaten; some were killed. Meeting halls were wrecked and leaders ar-

FRANCES
ALBRIER

Railroad Maid,
Shipyard Welder

By Joyce Maupin

Thanks to Mrs. Frances Albrier for the interview on which this article is based.
Mrs. Albrier, now in her eighties, is at the Berkeley Senior Center as a Senior
Center assistant, and is a member of Social Services Union Local 535.

“You are somebody,” my grandmother said. “You are not to be a slave.
You are not to be in bondage. You are somebody.”

The grandmother who raised Frances Albrier and her sister after their
mother's death was herself born in slavery, freed at the age of eighteen
by the Emancipation Proclamation. Her strong and independent spirit
inspired her granddaughters, and Frances Albrier’s long life has been an
unremitting struggle against race discrimination in every form, es-
pecially in employment.

Frances grew up in Alabama and went to high school at Tuskegee In-
stitute. Later she attended Howard University where she trained in
nursing and social work, but her training was not very helpful when
she moved to Berkeley, California in 1920. “We just don't hire Negro
nurses, * the hospitals said. They did not hire Negro social workers
either. The stores did not hire Negro salesclerks. She had a number of
odd jobs including housework before she was employed as a nurse by a
Black doctor.

She married and had three children but the marriage was not happy.
Her husband moved to the east coast where he died a few years later,

Reprinted from Union WAGE, May-June 1980
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MYRA W
WOLFGANG

She Raised Hell

By Joyce Maupin

Myra Wolfgang went to work for Local 705 of the Hotel and Restaurant
Employees and Bartenders International Union in 1932, \when' she was
18 years old. During the 40 years that she organized restatirant workers,
she was called a storm center, a tough woman who said what she
thought in remarkably blunt language, a dedicated orker. Edwin
Lahey, a newsman, said, *. . .so long as one bean picker in Western
Michigan or one bus boy on Woodward Avenue is getting a short deal,
Mrs. Wolfgang is ready for the picket line." !

She used colorful and innovative tactics; for example, picketing a
yacht club by boat. One time she placed lookouts in the woods and
caught Sammy Kaye's orchestra trying, under cover of darkness, to
sneak past the picket line into a private club. She fought for workers,
particularly women, in low paid service jobs, seeking to ynionize them,
to raise minimum wages and to strengthen and extend protectiyve laws.

She pioneered within her union, too. In 1934 she sai the youngest
woman, and one of the first women, to be elected delegate to the na-
tional convention of the American Federation of Labor. By m_am.w she
was writing a regular article for the Hotel and Restaurant Review, and
also testifying before the State Senate on minimum wage and maximum
hours. Fifteen years later she became vice president of the F.nnﬂmmcun_
Union.

Reprinted from Union WAGE, March-April 1978 i
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DoroTHY HEALEY 41

would be spent. As far as cleanliness was concerned, to put out five
cents for a bar of soap might mean that you didn't buy a bottle of milk
for your child. The terrible living conditions and the terrible housing
conditions all produced an environment that was heart-breaking to
witness and to live in.

SKOTNES:  You lived right along with these workers. Would you talk a
little about some of your experiences?

HEALEY: One experience that linked up this question of sanitation has
stayed in my mind. There was a $10,000 reward out for the arrest of my
co-organizer, Stanley Hancock, and myself. We were staying in the
Mexican colony of Frawley and at least five or six hundred Mexican
workers every day knew where we were and who we were. We were
the only two Anglos in the camp, and we stood out like sore thumbs.
None of the Mexicanos ever turned us in for that $10,000. It took an
Anglo stool pigeon from Los Angeles to do that. He pretended to be a
newspaper man and arranged interviews for us. The day we were finally
arrested, we were staying in one of the colony tents and the youngster
of the family came rushing in shouting, “The police are coming! The
police are coming!"

Stanley and I looked out of the tent and we could see the State
Highway Patrol just combing the colony of tents, one by one, looking
for us. We didn't want to be caught inside the tent because that would
then endanger the family with whom we were staying, for shielding
known criminals. So, we ran out to try to get away. Stanley had much
longer legs than I and made it down to a tent at the end of the row. I got
only as far as the privy and I stayed in there for about four or five
minutes; then I decided that with that horrible smell, it was better to go
to jail than to wait even one minute more, so I made a wild dash to get
down to the tent where Stanley had already taken refuge. We might
have gotten away and not been arrested that day if it hadn't been for the
fact that the sun was casting our shadow upon the sides of the tent.
Huddled down on the ground, the first thing we knew we heard

-shaky, trembly voices saying, “Stand up or we'll shoot! Stand up or

we'll shoot!” We looked up and we were surrounded by these State
Highway Patrolmen with submachine guns pointed at us. It was a day
that stayed in my memory!

There were two other places we organized in Los Angeles, one of
which I think had some long-range significance. The California Sanitary
Canning Company on Long Beach Boulevard was owned by a man
named Shapiro. The workers, again, were mostly women. In this case,
we were aided by a number of UCLA students, working there for the
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|

down Woodward Avenue for a victory meeting at the Barlum Hotel,
“cheered and congratulated by spectators and passers-by." '

Many years later Myra engaged in an even more spectac battle to
organize the Playboy Clubs. In order to prove that the an“m_w#_nc paid
no wages to Bunnies, she sent her 17-year-old daughter to apply for a
job. Although it was illegal for anybody under 21 to work in this kind of
establishment, her daughter was hired and told that she would make
$250 a week — in tips. Nothing else, except for the Bunny uniform.

So the union set up a picket line. A very dramatic one, Myra said, to
stress the evils of working for no wages. “Sodom and Gomorrah, hell on
earth. It got very Biblical.” Testifying before Congress, she called the
Playboy attitude “a gross perpetuation of the idea that women should be
obscene and not heard.”

The ERA

In the early 70s Myra took the unpopular stand of opposing the Equal
Rights Amendment. It was not equality she opposed| she saw the
amendment as a threat to minimum labor standards, any |of these
standards applied only to women and could be set aside|as discrimina-
tory if the ERA became law. (Her point of view on protective laws is
similar to that of Union WAGE, except that WAGE mgo@jg a position of
conditional support of the ERA, at the same time calling for the exten-
sion of protective legislation to men.) _ ﬁ

‘My concern,” she said, “is for the widowed or divorced mother of
children who is head of her family and earns less than $3500 a year
working as a maid, laundry worker, hospital cleaner r dishwasher.
There are millions of such women in the work force. . . . The contention
of the proponents of the Equal Rights Amendment that the vulnerable
women down at the bottom of the ladder will in the _oam*:_: pulled
up by the Equal Rights Amendment is outrageously optimistic| Unfor-
tunately, the only way to go is not up. Far more likely,|a good many
women would be forced off the job ladder altogether, __.mmn_. ing the
purgatory of existence on Aid to Dependent Children to the hell of
back-breaking, home-wrecking compulsory overtime - overtime that
would be required if state protective legislation is abolished.

‘It is legislation and labor unions,” she continued, “and not any notable
improvement in employér morality that has created better working
conditions today than we had a century ago.” ,_

As a preview of what could happen, she gave the example of Michi-
gan temporarily suspending the 54-hour a week law for women in the
fall and winter of 1967-68. The Chrysler Corporation immediately ini-
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James Park, the only place large enough and open to us. Vivid still in
my mind is the attack by the police on the workers in that park. I
remember particularly that they threw tear gas bombs and one of them
deliberately aimed at Minnie Carson, who was there from San Fran-
cisco as one of the union organizers. It struck her on the cheek and all
the rest of her life she bore a scar. Ultimately the strike was defeated.
We could not find a way to offset the terror created by the police and the
cannery bosses.

The next strike I was involved in was in El Monte in Los Angeles
County in 1933 - a berry strike. In January of 1934 I had to go to the
Imperial Valley, where there were two major strikes: one was the let-
tuce strike, and the other the pea strike.

SKOTNES: During the lettuce strike, you worked with the Mexican
workers and the Mexican unions, even going back and forth across the
border.

HeALEY: We would go across from Calexico into Mexicali, and as I
remember nobody paid any attention to the border going in either
direction. However, in the pea strike, there were not only Mexicano
workers, there was a large number of men and women who came in
from Oklahoma, Arkansas and Texas. This was not so true with the let-
tuce strike. That was, I would say, two-thirds Mexicano.

What stands out so much in all of these strikes — and this is true of all
of the 30s — is that there was no distinction made with regard to
male/female roles. First of all, there was no distinction made in the
felds themselves and certainly not as far as the strikes and the union
were concerned. The first thing one did during a strike was to set up
rank and file committees for negotiating, for going around to collect
food, operating the food kitchen, for being in charge of a picket line, for
preparing the strike bulletins — just a dozen different committees for
which the workers would volunteer. These committees were both men
and women. What one witnessed as a result of these committees was
the channel through which all of the latent talents that the workers had
could really flower. The transformation of people was one of the things
that has stayed with me all my life — seeing the capacity for developing
new talents, the overcoming of such things as racism. Most particularly
was this true of the workers coming in from the dust bow).

In the late 30s, during the period of the CIO, it was a very significant
thing that the auxiliaries were called “women’s auxiliaries” and not
“ladies auxiliaries" — they were never just what the word would in-
dicate, an auxiliary to the male-dominated unions. They were active
participants in every organizing campaign, in all union meetings.
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CARMEN LUCIA

Union
Troubleshooter

|
By Joyce Maupin ‘
_
Carmen Lucia walked the picket line with her father érn_f she was ten
years old. She recalls tremendous crowds gathering around the fac-
tories, particularly one where the employer was very hostile. She saw a
face in the second story window and suddenly heard a shqt. A few feet
away from her, a young girl fell. They went home nmqi:_m the _+oa< of
an 18-year-old striker. That was the beginning of Carmen's lifelong in-
volvement in the labor movement. m
She was born in Italy; her family came to the United States when she
was two years old. Her father found work in a garment factory in Roch-
ester, New York. One of 14 children, she remembers a five .Bo:.r_.oan
t BF_ - in

where three or four of them slept in one bed. “But we didn
winter." "

She left school at 12 because her parents could not afford to pay for
the books. As soon as she was legally old enough to work,|on her 14th
birthday, she got a job as a machine operator at $3.50 a week. Amal-
gamated Clothing Workers was organizing in that area and her shop
went on strike shortly after she was hired. "Remembering the death of
that girl, I became very active.”

The employer did not want to take her back when the strike was set-
tled. The union, anxious to settle, sacrificed her. In spite of her anger,

Reprinted from Union WAGE, May-June 1978 _
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DOROTHY
HEALEY

Union Organizer

Interviewed by Pearl Skotnes

Dorothy Healey, long-time political activist, was interviewed by Pearl
Skotnes in connection with the documentary California Union Maids, aired
in Los Angeles on Pacifica Radio KPFK. Dorothy Healey was an organizer
for the Cannery and Agricultural Industrial Union in the early 30s, then later
for the CIO.

SKOTNEs: I understand, Dorothy, that you started union organizing ac-
tivities during the 30s when you were still in high school.

HEALEY: Actually I dropped out of high school when I was sixteen,
before I graduated, to go to work in a cannery in San Jose at the request
of the Young Communist League.

SKOTNEs: What were the working conditions like when you first went
to work in the cannery?

HEALEY: This was 1931. The canneries were totally unorganized and
the workers were predominantly women. To understand this situation
one has to recognize what happens when workers have no. collective
bargaining and are subject solely to the discretion and judgment of an

Reprinted from Union WAGE, January-February 1980
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22 LABOR HEROINES

very anti-union, I told him they were pro-union.” As a result, the em-
ployer hounded and harassed the anti-union workers. “Then I would
notify the organizers outside that they were ripe for organization.”

The union got a majority but the employer refused to negotiate, and a
strike was called. Scabs were hired, pickets — including Carmen —
were arrested. Police threw the book at them for disturbing the peace,
assault and battery, inciting to riot. So Rose Sullivan, a Bost orga-
nizer, came to New Haven to seek support from the “nice” women in the
community. “The well-to-do,” Carmen explains.

"So she had a tea to which she invited all the prominent women, and
we had our ‘Exhibit A'. . . a little wizened girl who looked like she never
had a meal in her life. She told how the whole family worked on ties at
night, the children included.” The nice women agreed to help.

The wife of the president of the Chamber of Commerce was picketing
one night when a fight broke out and pickets were hauled in by the po-
lice. They did not know her so she, too, was arrested and sent |to jail.
She was very, very indignant. The following day her husband r signed
as president of the Chamber of Commerce. ﬂu

|
Chicago M _
Next the union sent Carmen to Chicago to help in a neckwear workers
strike. On her first day she saw that the pickets were 5012&_”.5@ the
line, but stood on a corner with their signs. They said the g:T ser-
geant on duty was very disagreeable. “

‘I told them they had a constitutional ight to picket. I decided that if I
took a sign and went, to show I wasn't afraid, they might _mo=o4..

The sergeant said he wanted to talk to her, pulled her into an alley,
and banged her head again and again against the stone wall. When she
fell, almost unconscious, he kicked her savagely. Her was pulled
out of its socket, her wrist dislocated. Broken and Eon&?m. she was
dragged to a patrol wagon, thrown in and taken to jail where sHe was
charged with assault and battery. The officer was not cited.

While she was in the hospital, where her injuries uvoown% attendants,
representatives of the millinery workers visited her and asked her to
work for them. Later she was interviewed by Max Nuza_a: president
of the Millinery Workers International Union. He discussed a teport
from Amalgamated which suggested she had a Red tinge.

Carmen explained that while she disagreed with some of the things
the Communists did, she would not speak against good ideas just be-
cause Communists proposed them. “So sometimes | suppose it sounded
.. .1 got the stigma of being a Red.” |

She was critical of the union leadership and defended members who

ELAINE YONEDA BLACK 135

1936 that she earned the title "Tiger Woman.” She had come to the
Salinas jail to bail out some strikers. After she announced who she was,
six deputy sheriffs pulled guns on her. In her own words:

“They pointed these guns at me and I just stood there. I was trembl-
ing, I must say, and I just looked at them. What is going on here? [ asked,
T have come here to place a bond on someone whom you arrested. I
come here for her constitutional rights and every kind of rights she has
in this country. You're pointing guns at me? What do you think I have?
And I had my purse on top of the counter.”

The next day the local paper and San Francisco Call Bulletin (The Bull)
—a Hearst evening paper — called this four foot eleven inch woman
“Tiger Woman."

Of her other name, "Red Angel,” Elaine said, “The Red Angel came
about through a policeman, believe it or not, when there were some ar-
rests around the 1934 Maritime Strike. Some maritime workers and
other unemployed workers were brought in under arrest and he said,
‘Oh, don't worry. The Red Angel will be here. She'll get to you!' Some of
the seamen reported that to me and the Western Worker picked it up and
carried that.”

Family

Both of Elaine's parents were rebellious participants in the anti-Czar
underground pre-1905 Bund, in a small town in Russia in the late 1800s
and early 1900s. Although they left Russia long before the 1917 revolu-
tion, they remained sympathetic and involved in that struggle first
through the Socialist Party and later as charter members of the CPUSA
in 1919. Apparently, Elaine never knew of their involvement until years
after she herself had joined the Communist Party. Yet something of
their spirit certainly must have influenced her, for though she may be a
woman approaching her 73rd birthday, age can't mask the dynamic en-
ergy and determination of this woman! She is a person who knows
what she thinks and thinks she can help make a difference!

The principles which guided Elaine's life made her totally out of step
with the mores of her time. She lived with her lover without marrying
him. But when they decided their not being married hindered their
cause, they had to leave the state to marry, since interracial marriage
was illegal in California.

After Pearl Harbor, Elaine shared the fate of her husband Karl, her
three-year-old son, and over 110,000 persons of Japanese ancestry herded
into ten U.S.-style concentration camps. (Although her son was only
half Japanese, he had to go to the camp along with all persons who were
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28 LABOR HEROINES

fast as I could in another direction because I was near the SJ_ and if

they hit you with that water, they can kill you.” _
Frightened by the savage attack, most of the workers went back to

work the next day.

Organizing the Unorganized
Elizabeth Nicholas came to California in 1922 at the age of _G. Her
mother was dead and her father died in 1929, leaving her «ﬁ.& the

responsibility of caring for six younger brothers and sisters. She Worked
with them, cutting fruit in the summer and picking prunes in the fall.
As soon as they were old enough to go out independently on Enr pick-
ing expeditions, she got work in the canneries. It was never year round;
a cannery worker averaged six months a year. “The rest of the year we
stayed home and hoped to survive the winter." _

Before she was 20, Elizabeth joined the Communist Party and dedi-
cated her life to organizing the unorganized. Until she was blacklisted
in 1938, she worked to build a union in the Santa Clara eries.

Many of the cannery workers came from Europe. . . Spain, Portugal,
Italy. . .and brought with them a tradition of militant struggle. They
were interested in organization, but the American Federaltion of Labor
was not interested in them. . .workers who worked onl part of the
year, most of them women. The majority were married lwomen with
large families. . . six, seven, eight. Except for a short-lived ki dergarten
at Shuckles, there was no child care. f

“You hoped your children would take care of themsélves. Mama
would leave the house at 6:30 a.m. You really put m<n2.4.?.=m that was
in you into the canneries, especially if you were doing piecework. And
then to get home and hope to take care of your family! It was a burden
that fell on the oldest child in the family. Mama couldn't igo shopping.
At that time they only had the stores open from 8:00 to| 6:00./So the
child would go out and shop. They matured very early z._romn n_rwm..

_

_
The Small Cherries “

While there was no union, spontaneous action on the job sometimes
proved effective. Elizabeth recalls one day that they were: pitting cher-
ries. “Maraschino cherries. They bleach them in a sulphur solution,
they would be gray-white: We had great big dishpans, I think they held
25 or 30 pounds of cherries, and you pitted each one E&&n:n:«. You
got so much for a pan. . . 25¢ a pan. This day we never, never finished,
it just went on forever and I don't think we were making 15¢ an hour.
There were 25 of us around the table, all except myself were Spanish
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women. They were grumbling in Spanish, so I said, 'Well, shall we ask
for more money?’

“You know what they'll say. Go home and we'll get somebody else.’

“Supposing I ask for more money because they are giving us the small
cherries to pit?’

“Finally, when the head forelady came, I said, 'We are very, very dis-
satished. We want the manager to come up and we want to talk to him
about getting more money for these cherries.’

“He did come and he said, 'Well, what seems to be troubling you, Mrs.
Nicholas?'

"It isn't me; it's 25 of us. We're only making about 15¢ an hour.’

“Can't you work faster?

“No, we're working as fast as we can. We are all very slow because
the cherries are small.’

"I can't do a thing about it. If you don't like it, you can go home.’

“Well,'I said, 'if we don't get a raise in the morning, there's going to be
trouble.’

“This is what the stinker did. The next morning they brought big cher-
ries, great big ones, only half as many in a pan. 'We're going to raise it 5¢
a pan more,’ he said. 'Mrs. Nicholas, you can go home. You can come
back next spring when the season starts.' He didn't say I was fired."

Why Do You Want To Sit?

Seats were another grievance. "“When I was at Shuckles, I brought it up
that we didn't have stools to sit on. I found out that was what the state
laws said. . . that you are supposed to have stools. So I told the forelady
I wanted to see the manager.

“What do you want to see him for?'

“We're asking for stools to sit on.’

“Why do you want to sit?"

“T guess because we get tired standing,' I said. He came and I ex-
plained to him that this was the state law. He said he would get them.

“When? If we don't have them Monday morning, we're not going to
work.’ So Monday morning there was this tense feeling and all of a sud-
den I passed the word around from table to table, there were 110 tables.
‘Are you willing to stop working? Stop working right here. Just don't
work on your fruit!

"Out of 110 tables, everyone agreed they would stop working for one
hour, to impress the company that we wanted stools. And we did. We
waited, we stayed there. And you know, they had gotten the stools in
over the weekend, but didn't put them in until they saw we were deter-
mined.”



