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Chapter 1


The Man

In December of 1962, a short, red-haired, compactly built man hurried into the White House in Washington.With the courtesy shown a distinguished visitor, he was ushered into the President’s office. He found the Presidentstanding in front of a window, hands clasped behind him,looking out at the White House lawn mantled in snow.

Exhibiting no awe of the Presidential presence, the red-haired visitor quipped lightly: “How does the view of Palm Beach look from there?’’

He was referring to the Florida resort city where the President and his family soon were to spend the Christmasholidays. At the jibe, the President turned from the window,the famous grin that had charmed millions lighting his face.“Have you come to support me or advise me?” he asked.

“A bit of both, I hope,” his irrepressible visitor told him.

Such was the meeting of John Fitzgerald Kennedy, the third-generation son of Boston Irish immigrants and inheritor of millions, and Walter P. Reuther, the third-generation son of German immigrants born into a hard world besidea West Virginia coal shaft. Kennedy had used money, charm,energy, and the resources of an astute intellect to becomePresident of the United States; Walter Reuther, withoutmoney, had used almost the same power—a magnetic personality, a lightning-fast mind, and a drive that left aidesexhausted by the wayside—to become one of the most powerful of all the labor leaders of his era. And so they met, thesesons of immigrant ancestors, in the office one occupied asPresident and to which the other had come to speak forthe millions of working people he represented.

Despite their banter, both had serious problems on their minds. Walter Reuther, considered by many conservativeAmerican businessmen a dangerous radical, had just returnedfrom a tour of Japan, where Communists had rioted in protest against his presence, fearing him as a dangerous salesmanof democracy. He had come to the White House straightfrom three days of labor conferences, disturbing talks concerned with the problems of a lagging American economyand growing joblessness, talks in which special emphasis hadbeen put on the need for expanding opportunities for growth.Around the President even more crucial troubles thronged.In October, he had risked the horror of nuclear war andpossible annihilation to drive Soviet missiles out of Cuba;now, the international situation only temporarily stabilized,he was plagued at home by many of the same problems thatso concerned Walter Reuther.
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Labor Leaders in the White House; left to right, then Secretary of Labor Arthur Goldberg;President of the AFL-CIO George Meany;President Kennedy; and Walter Reuther.







Most vexing of all these issues was continuing unemployment. The President had been in office two years, but nearly 5,000,000 workers were still unemployed and the situation showed little prospect of improving. The unemployment percentage hovered persistently at almost 6 per cent of theavailable labor force, and some of the unemployed had beenjobless for months, for years. Automation, the rapid supplanting of men by machines, was eliminating jobs at therate of 2,500,000 a year, and it was doing this just at atime when some 1,200,000 were being added annually tothe labor force, largely due to America’s outburst of population. The double squeeze exerted by such conflicting pressuresobviously was creating a looming crisis. But the nation as awhole seemed unaware—and uncaring. Most of the peoplewere relatively prosperous, and so there was no public outcryfor action, no pressure on Congress. The President had beentrying to make Congress and the nation see the dangers ofpersistent unemployment, coupled with the steady wiping outof jobs by automation; he had been stressing the necessity fortax cuts and reforms to spur the economy and create morejobs. But his words had been treated almost with indifference,and Congress seemed certain to follow the path of least resistance and do little or nothing.

“How do you make people understand the seriousness of this problem, of the meaning of that 6 per cent unemployed?” the President asked in exasperation.

Ask Walter Reuther almost any question, and you get a fast answer. There is, it seems at times, almost no social oreconomic problem of any significance that he has not studiedand deeply pondered. And so he had a fast answer readynow.

“Well, you can’t get anywhere by discussing the problem in terms of percentages, Mr. President,” he responded. “Ifyou pose the issue in that framework, that there are 6 percent unemployed, you are licked; you are playing your opponent’s game. Your opposition says instantly, ‘But 94 percent are employed,’ and you can’t get anywhere discussing itin those terms. Ninety-four per cent is going to beat 6 per centany day. There is only one thing you can do. You must arguethe case in terms of people.”

Recalling that conversation the following day in his office in the United Automobile Workers’ huge headquarters,Solidarity House in Detroit, Walter Reuther leaned forwardeagerly at his desk, grabbed paper and pencil, and illustratedexactly what he had meant when he told President Kennedythat unemployment statistics must be discussed, not in termsof percentages, but in terms of people.

“Take Chicago, for example,” he said. “They’ve made substantial progress in reducing unemployment. They’ve cutit back to less than 3 per cent. But—and this is the significantfact—some 22 per cent of the Negroes are unemployed.”

Capping this illustration with another, Reuther quoted the latest monthly unemployment figures. These showed thatanother 500,000 persons had been thrown out of work, butthe important fact to Reuther was that some 150,000 ofthese were youths futilely seeking their first jobs. Of thenearly 5,000,000 unemployed well over 1,000,000 were youths,ranging from 16 into their early 20’s who were both out ofwork and out of school, and thus left with no place to go buton the streets.

“When you put that 6 per cent unemployed in terms of the people involved, it isn’t just a meaningless 6 per cent,”he argued. “When you put it in terms of people—the Negroes, youths seeking their first jobs and unable to get a startin life—you can see the enormous group pressures that arebeing built up, the tragic wastes in human resources, thetremendous potentialities for trouble.

“When a man is unemployed, it doesn’t mean anything to him that he’s just part of a mere 6 per cent. His hunger,his need, his frustration are his, and they are acute, and theyare the only things that matter.”

Tipping back in his desk chair, his eyes alight, his ruddy face with its pixie smile vibrant, he summed up the advicehe had given the President.

“I told him that the only thing that has value is people,” he said. “And you know it’s true, Not money, not power.There are no values unrelated to people.”

In that sentence is distilled the essence of Walter Reuther. He considers himself, he says, “a pragmatic idealist.” In him, this merger of the practical and the visionary has beena happy marriage. The practical part of his nature has broughthim far, all the way from the desolate West Virginia hills,all the way from humble status as a tool and die maker inDetroit’s auto factories, up to the pinnacle of union powerand national prominence, so that today he speaks on equalterms with heads of state. It is the kind of climb that hasmade many men callous. But not Reuther. He becomes almost lyrical about people.

“People are wonderful,” he says. “They have all kinds of untapped possibilities and resources; there is absolutelyno limit to what they can do if you can only communicatewith them and unlock those hidden powers. People havenever let me down. There have been times in my life whenI have been in seemingly impossible situations, when theodds against me were so fantastic it seemed impossible Icould ever win. But at those times I placed my faith inpeople. I felt that if I could only communicate the truth tothem, if I could only make them understand the facts, theywould never let me down—and they never have.”

The words do not come glibly from Reuther. He is no sentimental theorist, philosophizing without abrasive contactwith the rough edges of life. Few men, indeed, have seenmore of life’s seamy side or been subjected to rougher buffeting. His experiences would have been enough to dauntthe average, more sheltered man. For Walter Reuther is aman who has known firsthand the brutal clutch of poverty;he was reared in impoverished surroundings and had to quitschool and go to work at 16. He is a man who has seen withhis own eyes the incredible brutalities of the Hitler, Mussolini, and Stalin dictatorships. He is a man who, in theunion wars of the 1930’s, was brutally beaten by companygoons. He is a man who was almost killed, his right armnearly severed from his body, by a shotgun blast from theweapon of a hired assassin. He is a man who saw his closestbrother, Victor, almost killed in a similar, murderous attempt. He is a man who, since these crimes were neversolved, still lives in the shadow of murder—a man who stillhas to keep guards around his home, who is accompanied bya bodyguard wherever he goes. And yet he remains a manwho, having seen and tasted the depths of human evil,refuses to be shaken in the faith he utters with a passionatesincerity:

‘‘Only people are important. The only thing that counts is people.”







Chapter 2

The Boy

Walter Philip Reuther was born in Wheeling, West Virginia, on September 1, 1907, a date most aptly timed. Itwas Labor Day eve.

“I got off to a fast start in life,” Reuther says, with a grin. ‘‘I think I chose my mother and father and my grandparents with great care.”

In later life, many powerful men were to be baffled by the spectacle of Walter Reuther, a man who seemed tooperate by rules quite different from the rules of their club.Perhaps they would not have been so astonished had theyappreciated the strong family tradition that still influenceshis life today. For the guidelines that he came to adopt werenot strange; for him, they were natural.

The social consciousness that is such a strong Reuther family trait stems back to Walter’s grandfather, Jacob Reuther, a devout if unorthodox Lutheran and a passionate,bearded Social Democrat. In 1892, Jacob gave up his Germanfarm and emigrated to the United States because he did notwish to see his children subjected to Prussian military service. In the new country, he remained very much his samesturdy, independent self. He continued to agitate for theimprovement of social conditions, and he became quite anamateur theologian, writing a number of treatises critical ofofficial Lutheran Church policy. His principal contention wasthat the church emphasized the hereafter too much and thehere-and-now not enough. He did not quarrel with thepremise that a heavenly reward awaited the virtuous, buthe argued that more persons would be virtuous if crushingeconomic and social conditions were relieved. And he thoughtthat the Church should not abstain, as it then did, frominvolvement in earthly problems, but rather should take thelead in trying to solve them.

This strong strand of social philosophy was passed on by Jacob Reuther to his son, Valentine, and even to his grandsons who, in later years, were to read some of his theologicalarguments and be much impressed by them. In the Reutherfamily, it was almost as if one generation handed the brandto the next, and the new torchbearers raced off full tilt,carrying the light. One of the strongest of all the runners inthis three-generation marathon was Jacob’s son, Valentine.

Valentine early became a fiery unionist and a leader of the Brewery Workers. He had the good fortune to marryred-haired Anna Stoker, a girl whose spunk matched his own,and they went to live in Wheeling, where Valentine earnedthe princely salary of $1.50 a day working at the SchmulbachBrewery. His job was to drive a brewery wagon over mountain roads in all kinds of weather, in rain and snow and subzero temperatures. His route took him clear to the Pennsylvania border, and he was sometimes on the road 17 hours ata stretch. Walter Reuther still recalls how his father, aftersuch a long ordeal, sometimes would be so stiffened withcold that he would have to be lifted from the wagon andthawed out before he could walk. It was a rugged life, butAnna and Valentine Reuther were a rugged couple.

“My mother and father,” Walter Reuther says, “were simply wonderful human beings. We had all the economicdifficulties, all the problems that many American familieshad in those days, but mother and father raised the familyaround a simple basic philosophy. My father always tried tomake us understand that our lives were going to be successesor failures, not according to material values, whether wewere rich or poor, but whether we had really made acontribution to making the world a better place to live in.”

No matter how hard life was in the Reuther family—and there were times when it was cruelly, unbelievably hard—Anna and Valentine Reuther tried to impress upon theirchildren by their conduct the code with which they governedtheir own lives. For a time Anna was in poor health, and theboys had to learn to cook and do the household chores. Itwas even worse when Valentine went temporarily blind andcould not work. He lost the sight of one eye, and for a timethe sight of the other was impaired.

“Mother had four young kids to support,” Walter recalls, “but no matter how hard things were, she never complained, she never lost faith. No matter how little we had to eat, mother and father always took in every tramp that camealong and sat them down at our table. Dad would alwayssay to us: ‘I want you to remember that, as long as you havesomething to eat, you have to share it with others whohaven’t.’ It was his way, I guess, of teaching us appliedChristianity.”

Even such family hardships could not cool the ardor of Valentine Reuther. He became the youngest president theOhio Valley Trades and Labor Assembly had ever had. Ayoung man in his 30’s, he ran for Congress on the Socialistticket. Like his father, he became indignant at the casualattitude of the Lutheran Church toward worldly problems;and when the local pastor held that the welfare of man wasno concern of God, Valentine indignantly quit the Churchand organized Sunday debates in his own family circle onsocial problems of the day. Walter still vividly remembersthose debates. Everyone in the family, he recalls, was encouraged to speak up, to take a position and then battle hisstrongest for it. This boyhood practice became a way of life.Walter has been speaking up—and battling—ever since.

The Reuther home at 3640 Wetzel Street in South Wheeling was a frame rectangle house with three roomsdownstairs and three up. Valentine Reuther had built itwith his own hands. It had no halls, no artistic arrangementof rooms. One simply stepped through the front door intothe living room, from the living room into the dining room,from the dining room into the kitchen. Beyond the kitchenwas the dwelling’s one novelty. In those days an outhousesquatted at a distance behind nearly every home, but Valentine, with an eye to modern plumbing, had constructed alittle bathroom on a covered porch tacked on behind thekitchen. The only trouble was that one had to duck outdoors in the cold and approach it across the porch.

Originally, when the family was small, just the downstairs rooms were used in winter, all meals were eaten in the kitchen, and the dining room was turned into a bedroom.Later, as the family grew, the upstairs rooms were put touse. There were four boys, born almost exactly two yearsapart, and much later, a girl, Christine. Theodore, the oldest, was born in 1905; next came Walter. Roy was two yearsyounger than him, and Victor two years younger than Roy.

The Reuther home was located almost in the heart of a mining and industrial area. Two blocks away was the brewery where Valentine Reuther reported for work at 4 A.M.Right next door was the entrance to an abandoned coalmine, and Walter still recalls how, as a boy, he accompaniedhis father into the mine and helped to pull locust posts outof the shaft to use them as fence posts. Close by was a papermill, and not much farther off, a glass factory, which especially fascinated Walter. “They had almost no safety rules inthose days,” he recalls, “and I remember how, as a small boy,I used to walk through the glass factory on stilts.”

To the boy on stilts the glass factory had about it an almost fairyland quality. The workers were real artists, andit was fascinating to watch them as they fashioned lovely andunusual designs in molten glass. Punch bowls laced withintricate figures and lampshades decorated with flowers, orgraced with the attractive forms of strolling women, materialized like magic before the eyes of the watching boy. Hesoon became familiar with the pattern of the work and thefactory routine. First, skilled metal workers, real artists intheir own right, would create in a steel mold the design thatwas to be reproduced in glass; the mold would then go to theglassblowers who would take molten glass, bubbling fromthe furnace, and begin to blow it into the mold. This glass-blowing was a complicated process. The liquid glass had tobe blown into the mold with precision; it had to be turnedjust right and cooled just gradually enough so that it wouldnot crack. There were six stages to this process, six separatestations along the glassblowing line, and so there developeda need for what were called “carry boys.” The cooling glasswould be placed upon a large asbestos paddle, and the“carry boys” took it from one craftsman to another.

“When they needed an extra boy, they would hire a 12-year-old, anybody who happened to be available,” Walterrecalls. “I hung around that glass factory a great deal, and Iremember especially I hung around the place where theymade the punch bowls. One was a beautiful thing. I stillremember it. The glass was a beautiful crimson color, and ithad woven into it a design in gold. The gold had to beadded at just the right time, and it was quite a ceremony inthe plant when the glass was ready for the gold. Then thepresident of the company would come by with five or sixgold pieces, and he would throw these in to be melted andfused into the glass, reproducing the design.”

Fascinated by such wonders, Walter practically lived in the glass factory, and by the time he was 10 or 11, he hadbecome almost a fixture in the department where the skilledsteelworkers made the molds. Young as he was, he sensedthat this was the heart of the entire enterprise; these werethe men who really created the designs the glass workerswould reproduce; and he wanted to get as close as he couldto this center of creativity. So he hung about the workbenchesuntil finally the workers gave him a piece of steel and ahammer and chisel, and let him sit beside them, trying tohammer out his own ideas on metal, while they workedcreating molds.

“This was why I later became a tool and die maker,” Walter says. “I was fascinated by the skill of these men increating molds that made the most beautiful things. Some ofthem tried to show me how to work the steel and makedesigns in it, and for a time my highest ambition was towork in the glass factory. But the men themselves warnedme against it. Technology was already putting them out ofbusiness. Machines could stamp out designs much faster andcheaper, and it was becoming obvious that soon there wouldbe no place for the hand craftsman. In fact, it wasn’t toolong before the glass factory had to go out of business.” It wasWalter Reuther’s first experience with the problem of technology, with that battle of man and machine that was topreoccupy so much of his later life.

At the time, Walter was more concerned with ways to help out the straitened family finances. “Hard work wasconsidered a virtue in our family,” he recalls. “We all hadchores, tending the garden, taking care of rabbits andchickens and guinea pigs.” The vegetables and chickenshelped to fill out the family larder, but it was still a struggleto make ends meet—just how much of a struggle is perhapsbest illustrated by the story of Anna Reuther’s black umbrella.

Anna had wanted a good umbrella in the worst way and had scraped and saved pennies until she was able to buy one.The black cloth gleamed, and the new umbrella was thepride of her life. Unfortunately, the shiny new item caughtthe speculative eye of one of her young sons, and being a boy,he began to figure. What was the use of worrying about therain? Wouldn’t that umbrella be put to better use as aparachute? The thought led to prompt and disastrous experiment. At the first jump, the ribs of the umbrella allwhipped up and the fabric tore apart. Anna Reuther’s newprize was a wreck, but in the Reuther household it was not awreck to be discarded. Recovering from her exasperation,Anna set out to salvage what she could, and from the tornblack cloth, she made a shirt for one of the boys.

When even a ripped umbrella becomes an item of value, one gets some idea of the pressures on the Reuther household. To help out, all of the boys, as soon as they were oldenough, worked at odd jobs, earning whatever they couldafter school and on weekends. The oldest brother, Ted,finished grade school, took a year’s course in business school,and by the time he was 16 was a full-time wage earner.Walter, also trying to help, got a job delivering newspapersevery morning.

“I carried the Wheeling Register for a number of years,” he recalls. ‘‘I would leave home at four o’clock in themorning and go over to the same barn my father had driventhe brewery wagons from. The American Express Companyran the barn, and they had wagons going down to the Wheeling depot. There was one certain driver who was a friend ofmine, and I would get a ride with him at 4:30 everymorning. This would get me into Wheeling about 5:15,and I would get my papers.

“I have always been able, wherever I went, to make friends with people, and it wasn’t long before I was friendlywith the circulation foreman. He would always give me afew extra papers, sometimes as many as 50. This was quite awindfall for me, but I never sold them. I just gave themaway to my friends. All along my route, I had friends, andwhen I got extra copies, I saw to it that they got free copies.

Those I had left when I finished my route, I always gave to a blind man who ran a newsstand at 12th and Market Streets.

“My route covered the business area. To carry my papers, I had a little wagon that I had made myself. It waspainted blue, with red letters on it. When I was finished, Ialways kept three papers to dispose of on the way home.Every morning, I caught one special trolley. It was muchlike the Toonerville Trolley in the comic papers. Themotorman and conductor were friends of mine, and I wouldgive them each a paper and they would put my wagon on thetrolley and let me ride home free.

“The third paper I always kept for a family that were good friends of ours. They lived just below 35th Street inSouth Wheeling, and every morning as we passed theirhouse, I would fold up the paper and sail it, trying to hit theporch. I became pretty expert at it, and usually I landed thepaper right on the porch. In time, it became quite a game;and the motorman, just to make it a little more difficult forme, would sometimes speed up the trolley just as we werepassing the house. One morning he either speeded up morethan I had anticipated, or I miscalculated, for when I threwthe folded paper, it sailed right through the big plateglass window overlooking the porch. I’m afraid my friendscould have bought a lot of papers for what that window cost.”

Having finished delivering his papers, Walter would return home, get a hasty breakfast, and go off to school. Heexcelled at manual training, as it was then called—at allkinds of shop and mechanical work. “I still have in my homea beat-up copper ashtray that I made in grade school,”Walter recalls. “It is not an accomplished work of art, but Istill think it’s pretty good.” In his sophomore year in highschool, his skill in the machine shop was such that he became an assistant to his teacher.

Besides shop, Walter’s great enthusiasm was athletics. He and his younger brother, Roy, were both star basketballplayers. Roy was an inch taller than Walter, who standsabout 5 feet 8 inches, but Walter had so much more bouncethan Roy, or anyone else, that invariably he was chosen toplay center. In summer, the Reuther boys switched frombasketball to baseball, and Walter pitched and played shortstop. One year their YMCA team won the tri-state juniorchampionship, and an old family photograph shows Walterand Roy, chests proudly stuck out, posing behind a chair onwhich stands their mother’s bread board, festooned with theribbons and medals they had won in athletic contests.

Such was Walter Reuther’s life until he was 16. In the Reuther family, 16 was the age when a man went to work,and Walter was no exception. All during his last year in highschool, when he was 15, he was taking on extra work,sampling other jobs, his eye on the future. While he wasstill in school, he got one job working in a bakery from 7o’clock Friday nights until .8:30 Saturday morning. Thismeant that he could not deliver his papers on Saturdays, andhe had to hire a friend to handle the paper route for him.But the bakery, he thought, might open the way to permanent employment. And it doubtless would have, for thebaker liked Walter and wanted to hire him as a full timeapprentice. “I had decided by that time, however,” Waltersays, with a wry grin, ‘‘that the bakery wasn’t for me. Atfour o’clock every Saturday morning, I had to clean up thedough mixer after the dough had dried. Did you ever try toclean a dough mixer?” He shakes his head. “That wasenough to discourage me from ever becoming a journeyman baker.”
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In the summer when he was 15, still searching, he got a job with the Wheeling Corrugating Company, making insideliners for the glass doors of ovens that sat on top of gasstoves. “It was piecework,” Walter says, “and I worked mytail off, but I made more money than anybody else on thejob.” Such piecework, however, obviously offered no futureto a young man starting out in life; and so the next year,when Walter quit school at 16, he hired himself out as anapprentice in the machine shop of Wheeling Steel. Thoughhe didn’t know it at the time, he had set his foot on the longroad that was to lead to the auto factories of Detroit andhis life’s career as a union leader.









Chapter 3

Start of the Trail

Walter Reuther worked three years in Wheeling Steel. It was an invaluable experience, for he had an opportunityto learn more things faster than he ever would have in alarger and more specialized shop. Characteristically, Waltertook advantage of every opportunity.

He began, as all apprentices begin, doing the dirtiest jobs in the place. One of these involved oiling the pulleys ofthe operating machinery. In the process, the oiler alwaysbecame spattered and drenched with oil and grease. “Whenyou finished, you looked as if you had just come out of acoal mine,” Walter says.

After a year of such grimy labor, Walter was promoted and shifted to the new tool and die department. Tool anddie makers are among the elite workers of industry. Hugedies, made out of specially hardened metal with sharp cutting edges, are used to stamp out in softer metal the gearsand parts of other pieces of machinery, and so the men whodesign and fashion and handle the dies are key workers.

“I learned to do everything,” he says today. “For example, they would bring us a beat-up piece of metal and say, ‘We’ve got to make this.’ We would have to make all thedrawings, design the part, make the dies, and finally fashionthe piece of machinery that had to be replaced.”

While Walter was learning the trade of a tool and die maker, he was also demonstrating the stern stuff of which hewas made. In his second year at Wheeling Steel, he experienced the first of the lifelong series of tragic injuries thatwas to leave his body as scarred as any soldier’s. The accidenttells much about his drive and determination.

One day a rush order came through to move a heavy die from a press. The die was a huge piece of metal, weighingabout 400 pounds. The orders were to get it out of the press—and get it out fast.

“It was one of those cases where we were being pressed, we were being rushed to work too fast, and we didn’t taketime to think or take proper safety precautions,” Reuther explains. Three men and himself, gripping the die with theirhands, tried to hoist it out of the press.

“It had oil on the underside,” Walter remembers. “When we got it almost out, our hands started to slip in theoil, and we knew that we were going to lose control of it.”In such circumstances, what could a 17-year-old boy be expected to do? Most probably would have dropped the die andjumped back out of the road of the plunging juggernaut.But not Walter Reuther.

“The only thing I could think of,” he recalls, “is that, if I let go, perhaps one of my fellow workers would bekilled. Even then, I think, probably as the result of my training at home, I had this tremendous concern for my fellowman, this feeling that he was my responsibility, and I wasafraid that if I let go, the die might crash down on one ofthe others.”

So Walter clung doggedly to his side of the slipping die, and when it crashed, it crashed in his direction. The sharpedge of the die, with all the shearing power of 400 plungingpounds behind it, came crashing down on the concrete floor.It sliced through the leather shoe of Walter’s right foot asif it had been paper, sliced off his right big toe. “Even so, Iwas lucky,” Walter says. “If the die had crashed a few inchesfurther back, it would have taken off my whole foot.”

At the moment, of course, Walter could not count such blessings. With blood spurting from his foot, he was placedon a stretcher, carried to an ambulance, and rushed to thehospital. Before he left, however, he made one strange request. He shouted to his fellow workers: “Bring me thattoe! I’m not going to the hospital without my toe.”

Mystified but impelled by Walter’s frantic insistence, the workers rescued the toe, placed it on the stretcher withWalter; and toe and Walter rode to the hospital. “All I couldthink of,” Walter explains today, “was that this meant theend of my basketball career. I was always the shortest guy onthe team, but I always jumped center because I could jumpso much higher than anybody else. Now I could see thatI wasn’t going to be able to jump so high unless I had two bigtoes.”

This secret worry led, once Walter had reached the hospital, to one of the strangest scenes ever enacted between a doctor and his patient. “I’m sorry,” the doctor told Walter,“but there is nothing I can do about your toe. I’ll have to justsew up the wound, but don’t worry. You’ll be all right.” Thedoctor, who could not appreciate what two big toes couldmean to a fellow, had reckoned without his patient.

“You’ll do nothing of the kind,” Walter cried. “I want that toe sewed back on.”

“But that’s crazy,” the doctor protested. “I can’t save your toe. It’s been completely severed—bone, blood vessels,everything. There’s no way I can sew it on.”

“You don’t know how important this is,” Walter raged. “You don’t know how important it is to me to have two bigtoes! I won’t let you touch me unless you agree to sew thattoe on.”

The argument raged on, but the doctor soon found, as other adversaries were to find later, that there was no usearguing with Walter when his mind was made up. “Allright,” the doctor finally conceded, “it’s the craziest thing Iever heard of, but I’ll do it. We’ll give you an anesthetic,and I’ll sew the toe on.”

“Oh, no, you won’t,” Walter told him. “You won’t give me any anesthetic. I want to see what you’re doing.”

He explains today that he feared he might be tricked— that he thought, once the doctor had him under anesthesia,he might just sew up the wound. Walter was determined thathe wasn’t going to be deprived of his big toe in such fashion;and the dismayed doctor, finally beaten down by his patient’s insistence, was compelled to agree.

“It took three guys to hold me down while he did it,” Walter remembers. “And, of course, the doctor had beenright all the time; it was all for nothing. In a few days, theyhad to take me back to the hospital and amputate.

“I hadn’t been able to save the toe, but I was determined that I wouldn’t be a cripple, that I would never walk with alimp. That’s harder than you might think. Unconsciously, you have a tendency to compensate, to take the pressure offand lean a bit to one side. But I forced myself to walk upright,no matter how much it hurt, and i determined that, toe orno toe, I was going to play basketball again. Of course, itslowed me down a bit for a time, but in the end I did playbasketball. When I was at Ford, I organized the HighlandPark basketball team, and I jumped center, and we won achampionship.”

Even today, nearly 40 years later, Walter Reuther is reminded of that old accident every time he buys a new pair of shoes. “The pain is excruciating every step I take until I getthem broken in,” he says. But he refuses now, just as he didthen, to make any concession to pain; he carries himselferectly as any soldier.

This kind of determination, obviously, was a quality too big to be contained by a city the size of Wheeling. Walter confesses frankly that it wasn’t the lack of economic opportunity in Wheeling that motivated his move (after all,he had been accustomed all his life to do with very little);but he realized: “If I was to reach out, I would have to havemore elbow room.” Instinctively, he knew that he must seekopportunity in a larger field; and so at 19, having workedthree years at Wheeling Steel, he decided to go to Detroitand seek employment in the automobile factories.

No young man ever made so daring a decision at a worse time. The date was February of 1927. The Ford MotorCompany had decided to drop the Model T, the car that hadmade it famous, the car that, for the first time, had broughtan automobile within the reach of every American family.Ford was replacing the Model T with the Model A, a taskthat required the complete retooling of its factories. Andwhile Ford was retooling, its assembly lines were closeddown. As a result Detroit was a stricken city. Thousands ofunemployed workers roamed the streets and queued up inlong lines, competing for the few jobs that were available.

Walter knew before he left Wheeling that the prospects in Detroit were far from bright. One of the girls in a neighboring family had married a worker in Detroit, and, hearingof Walter’s contemplated move, she wrote a frank description of conditions there, trying to discourage him. But, saysWalter, in what must be the understatement of many a year,“I was a very hard kid to discourage. I came anyhow.”

With the help of the former neighbor, Walter found a room with a Southern family and set out to look for work. Hehad anticipated that job hunting would be very rough indeed, but he had never realized it was going to be this rough.“I stood at five o’clock in the morning in zero weather inlong lines of workers applying for jobs,” Walter recalls. Dayafter day he chased a job, and finally he landed one at theBriggs Manufacturing Company plant. Briggs, then independently owned, had a reputation among workers in thosepre-union days as the worst plant in Detroit in which to work,and this may explain how Walter Reuther, with his baby-pink complexion, looking as he says ‘‘like I fell off a green-apple tree,” managed to get a job when so many more experienced Detroiters were unemployed. Certainly, the job was abackbreaker—a 13-hour night shift doing big, heavy die work.But to Walter it represented opportunity; it assured himof a foothold in Detroit—and that was what he was seeking.

“I worked 13 hours a night 21 straight nights at Briggs,” Walter says, and he indicates that, by the end of that time,the Briggs job was getting too much even for him. But asusual he was not without resources; as usual, he had madefriends. A foreman who had taken a liking to him suggestedthat he apply at Burroughs, makers of adding machines andoffice equipment, where they were reported to be hiring men.The report was wrong. Burroughs wasn’t hiring anybody;but the hiring boss, perhaps trying to be helpful, perhapsjust having some sport with Walter, said that he had heardFord, in its development of the Model A, was now hiring dieleaders. These were key men, expert diemakers with some25 years experience and so qualified to supervise the activitiesof squads of five or six skilled workers.

“I went home and slept on it,” Walter says. “I was 19, but I looked like 16, with my red cheeks, red hair, and thecomplexion of a 13-year-old girl.” This critical self-appraisalmight have deterred almost anyone but Walter Reuther fromapplying for a job that required 25 years’ experience. ButWalter was never one to be awed by obstacles. He looked upbus schedules; and the next day, after spending the nightworking at Briggs, he hurried to his rooming house, washed,dressed, and boarded a bus that would take him out to Ford’shuge Highland Park plant. When the bus stopped and lethim off, Walter stood for a moment and stared in wonderand fascination. ‘‘I had never seen anything that big before.”

Gathering his courage, he advanced upon the employment entrance, and there, at the door, he found a “great, big, burly” guard. “Good morning,” Walter said to thestern looking man politely. “I understand you’re hiring dieleaders.”

“Yes,” growled the guard.

“Well, that’s what I am,” Walter told him blandly.

The guard took a close look at Walter and reacted angrily at this insult to his intelligence. “Come on, get out of here,’’ he roared. “You’re nothing but a kid.”

Walter refused to budge. “Are you a die leader?”

“You know I’m not or I wouldn’t be here.”

“Well,” said Walter, “you must be an extremely valuable man to your organization. Any man who can tell just by looking at somebody whether he’s a die leader or not must be amighty important man.”

Evidently, nobody had ever subjected the guard to this kind of a flank attack before; and the poor, befuddled masterof brawn couldn’t quite make up his mind whether he wasbeing taunted, insulted, or complimented. So he made themistake of arguing with Walter. The verbal duel lasted twoand a half hours. When he ended, Walter was just as freshand argumentative as when he started, but the guard wasexasperated and exhausted.

“All right,” he said finally, “I give up. I’ll call the hiring manager. They’ll probably fire me, but it’s the only way Iknow of getting rid of you.” The hiring manager came, tookone look at Walter, and reacted exactly as the guard had.

“Are you, sir, a die leader?” Walter asked politely.

“You know I’m not,” said the hiring manager.

Around and around they went. Finally, Walter said, “Look, there’s one thing a young man can do nothing about—and that’s his age. I can’t do anything about the fact thatI’m 19, but I don’t see how you can look at me and say I’mnot a die leader.”

He kept insisting that he would not leave until he had met someone who could judge his talents fairly. His persistence finally wore down the hiring manager, just as it had theguard; and so Walter was passed along to the foreman incharge of the die department—a tall, thin man who lookedmuch like Henry Ford himself. As soon as he saw Walter,he reacted just as the others had, and the argument began allover again. As it happened, the foreman was carrying a rollof blueprints under his arm, and Walter, pointing to these,finally issued a challenge. “Look,” he said, “you have blueprints there. Let’s roll them out and see how much I know ordon’t know. If you say, ‘No,’ after that, I’ll leave very quietly.”

Since leaving very quietly was all that everybody wanted Walter to do, the foreman accepted the challenge and spreadout the blueprints. Walter, to the foreman’s surprise, promptly demonstrated that he could read a blueprint as well as thenext man; and, once he had passed this test, he promptlypressed his advantage. “All right,” he said, “now I haveproved to you that I can read a blueprint. But you’ll neverknow how much else I can do unless you hire me. Hire meand find out.”

The foreman, of course, realized that Walter could not possibly be a die leader, but this brash, confident young manmight very well be an excellent diemaker. At least, nothingyet had disproved his claims, and it was obvious that, havingpassed the blueprint test, he no longer had any intentionof departing “very quietly.” “I tell you what I’ll do,” theforeman said. “If you’ll agree to work here two days withoutknowing how much you’ll be paid, we’ll watch you and thenwe’ll decide. That’s my offer. Take it or leave it.”

“I’ll take it,” Walter said.

He left the plant and rushed back to Briggs. Sleep now became important to him. He had worked 13 hours theprevious night; he had spent the entire day arguing at Ford;and he had to report for work at the Ford gate in the morning. He wanted to collect his tools at Briggs, go home, andrest up. But to do this, he needed a clearance from the nightsupervisor to take his tools out of the Briggs plant. And thenight supervisor, a stubborn man, refused to give him such aclearance.

Walter had been making 75 cents an hour. The supervisor, not wanting to lose him, offered him 80 cents to stay at Briggs. Walter refused. He had a chance for a job with Fordand he intended to make the most of it. Another argumentstarted. It lasted all night. “That S.O.B. kept me there until6 A.M. before he would give me a tool clearance,” Walterrecalls. “I had to get a taxi to get out to the Ford plant intime to report for work.”

There, bone weary from two sleepless nights and a sleepless day, Walter worked a regular eight-hour shift, conscious that the critical eyes of plant supervisors were watching everymove he made. Those hours, he confesses, were the longestand the hardest he ever worked. But somehow he survivedthem, and the next day, at the end of his second trick, theforeman and another boss came over to him. “Well, youngman,” the foreman said, “you have certainly surprised all ofus. We’ve watched you, and you haven’t done anything wrongyet. The job is yours at $1.05 an hour.”

Only a few weeks before, Walter had been making a mere 42 cents an hour at Wheeling Steel. Now he had morethan doubled his salary. And he had done it at the worstpossible time, under the worst possible circumstances. Nodoubt about it, the determined young redhead from Wheeling was on his way.





Chapter 4

He Grows and Learns

Detroit was an education for Walter Reuther—in more ways than one. In the teeming life of the Motor City, hebecame aware for the first time of problems whose dimensions he had not even glimpsed in the quieter atmosphere ofWheeling. One of the most important of these was the racialissue. “I had to come to Detroit to know there even was sucha thing,” Walter explains. “I had heard about it before, ofcourse, but in our family there just wasn’t any such thing, oreven a thought of it. To me, the whole business wasn’t real,and it wasn’t until I came to Detroit that I really experiencedit, really realized what it was.”

Detroit may seem like a strange place for a youth from Wheeling, West Virginia, to bump hard for the first time intothe problem of discrimination, but actually it was a logicalplace. The city was a hotbed of racial tensions—such a hotbed that, not too many years later, it was to be shaken by oneof the bloodiest race riots ever to take place in America. Thebackground for the growth of the racial issue in Detroit liesin the development of the automobile industry.

Henry Ford, one of the greatest and most ruthless production geniuses in United States history, had perfected the assembly line. Automobile manufacturing was broken downinto thousands of simple operations. Parts moved on conveyorbelts, and each worker inserted his screw or tightened hisnut, an action he repeated endlessly throughout each longworking shift. In this new system, no man actually built orcreated anything; no skilled labor was needed. Raw farmhands could be quickly trained to perform the quick, mechanical actions that were all the assembly line demanded ofthem. The labor itself was boring, stultifying drudgery, andthe men who performed it became mere automatons, dehumanized arms and legs, who kept constantly feeding theever moving, ever demanding line.

The process turned men into virtual zombies. Frequently, unable to stand the deadly monotony, rebelling at the subhuman status that the machines they tended had reduced them to, workers threw up their jobs in disgust and went offon a binge or desperately sought some other way of makinga livelihood. But, eventually, they came back, most of them,to the only kind of work they knew. Under the circumstances, the labor turnover in the automobile plants was terrific; it was a constant management headache. Then, in 1914,Henry Ford announced he would pay $5 a day.

Five dollars a day in an age when many workers were trying to raise families on salaries of $10 to $15 a weekseemed like a fortune. There were many catches to Ford’soffer and the $5 a day was not the great philanthropy itseemed; but the catches, the brutal conditions in the auto factories, weren’t apparent until the worker was already hooked,already chained to the assembly line. The result was thatthe lure of Ford’s $5 a day brought a mass of unskilled laborstreaming into Detroit. Hillbillies trekked down from theTennessee and Kentucky mountains, and from all over theSouth came a great migration of Negroes. It was a dangerous,explosive mixture.

Many of the Southerners who came to the great Michigan city brought with them racial prejudices ingrained in thebone for generations. Typical was the attitude of the Southern family with whom Walter Reuther first roomed in Detroit. “They were wonderful people, and they were very goodto me,” Walter says. “But they were true Southerners, andthey had certain prejudices, and these were very pronounced.”

The Southerners made no secret of their detestation of the Negroes, yet they were a very religious family, all ardentBaptists, and they were anxious to have Walter attend churchwith them. Walter kept putting them off. It was not that hewas irreligious. As a boy, he had walked three miles to theLutheran Sunday School every Sunday, and he had gone forseven years without missing a class. As a Lutheran, he harbored no prejudice against the Baptists. What disturbed himwas the seeming lack of any connection between the principlesof religion and the race prejudice of the family.

“I don’t see why you won’t go to church with us,” one of the men of the family said one day to Walter.

“Well, I would like to go with you,” Walter told him, “but I am a little disturbed. I don’t see how you equate yourreligion with what you do all the other days of the weektoward your brother who is black.”

The Southerners couldn’t understand this attitude, and they kept pressing Walter to attend church with them. Finally, Walter decided to offer them a sporting proposition.

“All right,” he said one day, “I’ll go to church with you this coming Sunday provided you can answer one question tomy satisfaction. Will you do that?”

“Certainly,” the Southerner agreed.

“I know you,” Walter said. “I know you’re a good Christian; I know that you believe in Christian values and that a man who lives his life by them will be rewarded and go toHeaven. Isn’t that so?”

The Southerner acknowledged that Walter was right. “All right,” said Walter, “now for my question: Do youbelieve that a Negro who lives his life according to the Scripture, who adheres to the same Christian values that you do,will also be rewarded and go to the same Heaven?”

“No. Of course not!” the Southerner exclaimed.

“Well, you see,” said Walter, with his must cherubic smile, “that’s why I cannot go to church with you.”

This finally settled the matter, but it did not end—indeed, it was only the beginning—of Walter Reuther’s longpreoccupation with the problem of racial discrimination.

It did not take Walter long to establish himself solidly in Detroit. He soon became recognized as one of the mostskilful diemakers in Ford’s Highland Park plant, and heworked on the most delicate jobs, calling for the highest precision. The young redhead impressed many men, none moreso than the tall, lean foreman whose roll of blueprints Walterhad read so easily in his first qualifying test.

The foreman became very friendly, invited Walter to his home for dinner, and introduced him to his wife. AfterWalter had visited them several times, the foreman drew him aside and said he wanted to talk to him privately. He explained that he and his wife had never been able to haveany children of their own and that they had both becomegreatly attached to Walter. “My wife and I think you shouldcome to live with us,” the foreman said. “It would be to uslike having a son of our own. It would complete our homefor us.”

Walter was astonished by the offer, and when he reminisces about it today, he still seems deeply touched. The decision he had to make was one of the most difficult he ever faced, for he felt that he had to refuse yet he did not wish tohurt the couple, who meant him the greatest kindness.

“I was afraid,” he explained, “that it would change my relationship with my boss in the factory. I was afraid I wouldbe getting something I wasn’t earning, or even if I wasn’t,that fellow workers in the factory might think that I was. Ididn’t want favors I wasn’t entitled to, and I felt the wholesituation would be an awkward one, both for him and forme.”

Walter explained all this as gently and carefully as he could, and the foreman and his wife, though disappointed,understood and respected his decision.

All this time, Walter was helping his parents and his family back in West Virginia. “The first pay check I got,”he says, “I figured out how much I needed for the week, andI sent the rest home to my parents. I didn’t have to do it;nobody asked me to, or expected me to. It was just one ofthose things that it seemed natural to me to do, and I did itwithout thinking about it. My father wrote back and saidthat they appreciated the check, but it wasn’t necessary forme to send it. I ignored him and kept right on sending thechecks. Each week, after I had set aside what I had to have formy own needs, I would send them the rest. Finally, rightafter my 21st birthday, my father returned the last check tome and wrote: ‘I won’t take any more money from you.’ ” Itwas Valentine Reuther’s way of saying that Walter was aman now and, as a man, he would need his own money.

Walter’s success as a tool and die maker soon lured his brothers Roy and Victor to follow him to Detroit. The threebrothers rented an apartment. Roy, a skilled electrician, soongot a job, and later Victor did also. Victor did most of thecooking, and all three divided the other household chores.

Throughout these early days in Detroit, Walter, ever the athlete, spent most of his free hours at the YMCA. He soonfound that he could play basketball almost as well withouthis right big toe as he had been able to play with it. For atime, work and the YMCA absorbed all Walter’s interest, butWalter, being Walter, always wanted something more.

Valentine Reuther had always impressed upon his sons the value of an education. He was himself largely a self educated man, and it was one of his great regrets that he hadnot been able to keep his sons in high school and send themon to college. But he had done something that was perhapsmore important. He had instilled in them a respect and adesire for learning.

“I decided it was not enough just to keep my body in shape,” he says. “It was time I did something about my mind.I decided that the first thing I must do was to finish highschool, and so I inquired at the plant whether it would bepossible for me to work the afternoon shift steadily. Theshifts were usually rotated, but since most men wanted towork days, there wasn’t much competition for the shift ending at midnight. They were delighted to oblige me.”

Walter then enrolled himself in the Highland Park High School and set up a daily routine that, for years, went likethis: he went to work at 3:15 in the afternoon, got off atmidnight, hurried home, washed and ate. By 1 A.M. hewas ready for study. He usually studied until 4 A.M., gotthree or four hours sleep, then staggered off groggily to hisfirst class. School took up most of the day, and he got out onlybarely in time to report for work again.

It was a killing schedule, but Walter handled it with comparative ease. He even had time left over for extracurricular activities. After he had finished high school, he enrolled in Wayne University, where he loaded his schedulewith courses in sociology and economics. Already his bent fororganizing and leading group action was showing itself.

While he was still in high school, he had formed what he called the 4-C Club. The C’s stood for citizenship, comradeship, cooperation, and confidence.

“I had the feeling,” Walter explains, “that there were a lot of kids who were having a hard time getting an education, and when they ran into obstacles, they got discouraged and quit. The object of our club was to give them ahand, encourage them, and keep them in school.” It was suchan obviously worthy cause that the Chamber of Commerce,composed of conservative businessmen, who later would shudder at the mention of Walter Reuther’s name, endorsed itand held a big sponsorship rally in a local theater.

When Walter went on to Wayne, his gifts for organization and agitation became even more pronounced. He and his brother, Victor, who enrolled with him, did not have atthe time any really clear concept of what they wanted to do inlife. They toyed with the idea of becoming lawyers, hungaround the courts for a few days, and decided that the justicethey saw meted out there was too imperfect a commodity fortheir tastes.

In this hunt for a more socially useful future, a quest that seems to have been bred in Walter through the idealsinherited from his grandfather and his father, Walter decidedto concentrate at Wayne on sociology and economics. Thesewere his two great passions, the two fields of knowledge that,he felt, might lead to that “more socially useful career’’; andso he loaded himself up with from 13 to 17 academic credithours a semester, worked and studied nights, attended schoolby day, and managed with an average of no more than fourhours sleep. And, as if his life wasn’t full enough, he pursuedhis “more socially useful” goal by forming a college SocialService Club.

Walter, naturally, was president of the club, and Victor was one of its officers. Reuther talents dominated the cluband quickly made it the gadfly of the college administration.The first battle into which Walter and Victor led their organization was one that would have brought joy to the heart oftheir grandfather, Jacob Reuther, who had quit Germanyin protest against compulsory military training. There was aproposal to make R.O.T.C. at Wayne compulsory for all students; Walter and Victor and their Social Service Club foughtit and eventually defeated it. It was the first victory of manythat were to be scored by the combined Reuther talents.

A second and equally notable triumph resulted from a swimming pool controversy. Wayne University, then knownas the Detroit City College, was a struggling municipal schoolholding its classes in what had been the Central High School.Space was strictly limited, and there was of course, much toand distress of its students, no swimming pool and no prospects of getting one. There was great joy among the studentbody, therefore, when the college administration announcedthat it had worked out an arrangement with Webster Hall,a large neighboring residential hotel, for the use of its poolby college students during the mornings. Webster Hall, itseemed, had a pool that was much used by its patrons in theafternoons and evenings, but in the mornings it was "practically deserted. Putting desertion and need together, the hotel and the college, it seemed, had solved a mutual problem.

“All of the students were excited and delighted,” Walter relates. “We all wanted a pool, of course, and now, it seemed,we were going to have one. But then we learned something that chilled our enthusiasm. Under the arrangementthe college had concluded with the hotel, the pool was to besegregated—no Negroes were to be allowed. While we allwanted a pool, we didn’t want one at that price.”

So Walter Reuther, who was later to become expert in such matters, organized his first picket line. Rallying themembers of his Social Service Club, he had placards printeddenouncing both the hotel and the college, and arming hiscohorts with these signs, he threw a picket line of collegestudents about the hotel. The unusual demonstration attracted a lot of attention in the Detroit newspapers and drewdown upon the heads of the, college administration a volumeof unfavorable comment. The swimming pool contract washastily canceled, and though the college students lost thechance for a place to swim, Walter Reuther had won hisfirst picket line victory in a battle for a worthwhile principle.

All during these years, Walter continued to work for Ford. When he was shifted from the Highland Park plantto Ford’s huge River Rouge works, he was reputed to be,despite his youth, among the top 25 highest paid mechanicsin the entire Ford organization. He was earning $1.45 anhour, and he was sometimes working extra hours on difficultjobs. In those days, with the nation in the pit of the deepestdepression it had ever known, with millions of men out ofwork and the economy collapsing on every side, Walter Reuther was making big money for a working man and had everyreason to consider himself extremely fortunate.

He would not have been Walter Reuther, however, had he been satisfied. Beyond Detroit, the whole wide worldwaited to be explored and investigated, and Walter and Victor talked eagerly about saving their money and setting outon a worker’s world tour. Only, of course, Walter, having sucha well paying job, could hardly afford to throw it up.

When the Presidential election of 1932 came along, Herbert Hoover, blackened by the worst economic debacle in American history, was the Republican candidate to succeedhimself. Franklin D. Roosevelt, who sounded like a conservative Hudson Valley squire and made only vague promises about what he intended to do, was the Democratic candidate. Norman Thomas, who everyone knew didn’t have achance, but who advocated sweeping changes and spoke fora specific program, was the Socialist standard bearer.

Walter Reuther, whose father had run for Congress on the Socialist ticket with Eugene Debs, didn’t have to hesitate long in deciding where his allegiance lay. He was forThomas. This was the kind of heresy for which a man mightalmost get himself lynched in the ultraconservative Dearbornof Henry Ford. Meetings were forbidden; no one was allowedto speak for that Socialist, Norman Thomas. Now, as manymen were to discover in later years, to forbid Walter Reutherto do a thing he has set his heart on doing is many timesworse than waving a red flag before a bull. Walter becomesonly the more determined to accomplish the forbidden feat.

In this case, he quickly evolved a plan. A fellow worker in the Ford plant had persuaded him to make a down payment on a vacant lot a few blocks from the factory, and itoccurred to Walter that a man was certainly the lord andmaster on his own property. Acting on this sound logic, hedrove a Ford coupe with a rumble seat into his vacant lot,built a platform across the rumble seat, and clambered up toharangue a gathering crowd on behalf of Norman Thomas.

A lot of jobless men were idle on the streets of Detroit in those days, and they were quickly attracted to any novelspectacle. Soon quite a crowd had gathered. The crowd attracted police. The policemen listened and quickly decidedthat Walter was a dangerous radical who should be hustledoff his impromptu platform. “Listen, bud,” one of them toldhim, “this is private property. You can’t speak here.”

The grin that lights Walter’s face in moments of delicious triumph cast its glow upon his official tormentor. “I know this is private property, officer,” he said sweetly. “I ownit. Here is the deed.” He whipped the document out of hiscoat pocket and exhibited it triumphantly to the law. Therefollowed several moments of official consternation. After debating how they should act in this unprecedented situation,the gentlemen in blue finally came to a Solomon-like decision.They could not keep Walter from speaking since he wasspeaking on his own land, but they could limit the size ofhis audience. This they accomplished by driving four stakesat each corner of the lot. The crowd must stand on the lot.

Walter had won the right to speak for Norman Thomas, but his speaking did neither Thomas nor himself any good.Americans, even in the blackest hours of the Depression, remained an essentially conservative people, and so they sweptRoosevelt into office by a landslide. Thomas received littlemore than a scattered handful of votes.

After the votes were counted came the retribution. Walter, all during the worst days of the Depression, had continued to work steadily at Ford. Now, suddenly, almost overnight, economic conditions became so bad that there was just no job for Walter. Ford was most regretful, but it simplyhad to lay him off. Typically, Walter Reuther was positivelyelated. “I came home that night feeling I had been liberated,”he says. “I told Vic, I’ve been fired. Now I m free, andnothing stands in our way. We can go on that trip.’ ”

The Reuther boys called on their Dean at Wayne University and told him they were leaving school to see the world. ‘‘He was so happy he cried,” Walter chuckles. “He toldus confidentially that he wished he could have been with usin some of our battles, but he had had to carry out the policyof the university. Nevertheless, he was the happiest man inthe world to see us go; we were certainly a big load off hismind.” All ties to Detroit were now severed except one. Walter went down to the Detroit Bank and drew out $800 he hadsaved. He got the cash in his hands just in time. Less thana week later, the bank closed. Walter and Victor with twobicycles, and their strong legs, were off to see the world.





Chapter 5

In the Lands of the Dictators


Germany hit the Reuther brothers like a blow in the face. It was a shock—an incredible, living horror.

They had gone abroad in all innocence, looking upon themselves as students out to learn what they could aboutlabor movements in other countries and to see for themselveshow other people lived. They found themselves, almost fromthe moment they set foot in Europe, caught up in the maelstrom of one of the most brutal and depraved regimes in allhuman history. Adolf Hitler had just seized power and substituted the rule of his sadistic Nazi Storm Troopers for thelaws of the land. Violence and murder reigned.

Before they left for Europe, the Reuthers had equipped themselves with letters of introduction from friends whohad relatives and friends abroad. One such letter had beenwritten for them by a professor in Wayne University’s German department. It was addressed to a prominent Hamburg businessman. What the professor hadn’t known whenhe wrote the letter was that, since he had last seen his friend,the Hamburg businessman had joined the Nazi Party. Indeed,he had just been given the task of trying to arouse the sympathies and claim the allegiance of Germans and Germandescendants living in other countries. The arrival of the Reuthers fitted right in with his plans. The Nazi businessmanreadily envisioned them as two fine lads whom he would convert to Nazism.

No man ever reckoned more incorrectly. To imagine the Reuthers, who had thrown a picket line about a Detroit hotelin protest against swimming pool segregation, embracing aphilosophy that contemplated the extermination of the entire Jewish race was sheerest fantasy. Their meeting with theimportant Nazi was short, hot, and nasty. Inside of ten minutes, the Reuthers had told the wealthy gentleman what theythought of him and were back on the street, still swearing.

Fortunately, they had a second letter of introduction to a Hamburg resident. This was from a Detroit auto mechanicwhose uncle lived in the German port city. The uncle, itturned out, was an unemployed dock worker, but he welcomed the Reuthers warmly. They stayed that night at hishouse, awake most of the time, listening to the gunfire outside. Storm Troopers were riding up and down the streets,shooting at anti-Hitler placards in the windows.

Walter and Victor, after a short stay in Hamburg, boarded a train for Berlin. Sharing their compartment were a worried trade union official—the next day, they learned he had been shot by the Nazis—and two young German workers.The workers were interested in Walter’s account of workingconditions and trade union activity in America, and one invited them to stay at his house near the railroad station.

When the Reuthers arrived in Berlin, they discovered that the Nazis had just committed the first, monstrous outrageof the Hitler regime. They had burned the Reichstag, homeof the German parliament. The ruins were still smoking andsmoldering, and the Reuthers took a conducted, Nazi propaganda tour of the site before looking up the address thattheir friend on the train had given them. It turned out to bea house that served as both shelter and headquarters for agroup of anti-Nazi young students and workers.

“We stayed there about ten days,” Walter says, “and most of those nights we never took our clothes off. We expected the Storm Troopers to raid the place at any moment,and in fact, just two nights after we left, they did. Theywrecked the building and killed all of the students whodidn’t manage to escape. I’m sure if we had been found thereour passports wouldn’t have done us much good.”

The leader of the young anti-Nazi group, the worker whom the Reuthers had met on the train coming fromHamburg, was Emil Gross. He was one of the fortunate oneswho managed to get away, escaping across the Swiss border;but later he slipped back into Germany to work in theanti-Nazi underground. Captured, he was sent to a concentration camp, and the Reuthers supposed he had been murdereduntil, one day in the winter of 1958, he suddenly turned up inthe office of Victor Reuther in Washington. He had survivedthe Nazi brutality and had become the publisher of one ofthe leading trade union journals in West Germany.

His reappearance after so long a span, the very fact of his survival, amazed the Reuthers, who had learned themselvesat firsthand just how dangerous even the most passive dissentcould be in a nation gone wild with race passions andwhipped into a constant patriotic frenzy. For even thoughthey were Americans, protected by their passports, they hadhad rough handling at the hands of Nazi fanatics.

Their first experience occurred in Mannheim, their grandfather’s home town. The day before they arrived, acousin had been arrested and spirited away by the Gestapo,the secret police. The brothers went on to Scharnhausen,their mother’s former home. There they saw a worker brutally beaten for protesting the confiscation of his union flag.A few nights later, they took two girl cousins to a movie. Thefilm was a Nazi propaganda picture. After it was over, aswastika flashed on the screen, and the audience rose for thesinging of the Nazi anthem, “Horst Wessel Lied.” Walter,Victor, and the girls, whose father was a typographicalworker, remained seated. The audience around them becameabusive. Walter waved his passport and protested in English.It cut no ice. He and Victor were cuffed, shoved, and manhandled roughly into the street.

Returning to Berlin, the Reuthers sought visas for Russia. Ford was building a huge factory for the Russians in the city of Gorki; American instructors were needed; and theReuthers knew that they could get work there. Besides, having seen the Nazi dictatorship first hand, they wanted to geta closeup look at the Russian model. It was not easy, however,to get into Russia; it might take months for their visas to beapproved; and so, while they waited for the red tape to becleared away, the Reuthers set out by bicycle to see whatthey could of Europe.

They cycled through the Black Forest, toured the old Verdun battlefields where millions of men had been slaughtered in World War I, crossed the border into northern Italy,and visited Austria. They came back, went to England,pedaled through Holland and Belgium, and returned toGermany. All the time, incensed at the Nazi brutalities theyhad witnessed, they risked their lives carrying messages forthe anti-Nazi underground.

“We would leave London, where we had made a contact,” Walter recalls, “and we would go to a designated bookstore in a small Ruhr town. We would ask (just as if we were ordinary customers) for a certain very rare, unusualbook. The bookseller would tell us, ‘I’m sorry, but I don’thave the book.’ We would pretend surprise. ‘But,’ we wouldtell him, ‘we were recommended to you. We were told wecould buy the book here.’ The bookseller would insist he wassorry, there must have been some mistake; he had nevercarried such a book. ‘Well,’ we would say then, ‘we are veryanxious to get this book. Do you know another bookseller whomight have it?’ Then he would give us a name, and wewould go on to the next bookseller and begin all over again.Sometimes, we would make as many as eight contacts inthis fashion before finally we reached the person we weresupposed to see and delivered our message to.

“When we finally reached the right person, it was a most curious experience. It was amazing the instantaneous bondthat seemed to spring up between us, what we felt for himand he for us. They had a feeling toward us, these people,and we for them, as if we had known each other all our livesand been the closest of friends. Yet we had never seen eachother before—and probably never would again. It was one ofthe strangest sensations of my life. It resulted, I suppose,from the fact that we were both engaged in a desperate business, with our lives at stake if we were caught, and this gaveboth o£ us a feeling of solidarity—it made you feel in thatmoment that the man you had made contact with and weretalking to was the closest human being in the whole worldto you.”

In this risky business, the Reuthers never were detected by the totalitarian police, though they had some close calls.On one occasion, when they were in Italy, Victor aroused theire of the mob and the suspicions of police by taking somepictures of Mussolini during the observance of the Duce’stenth anniversary. And several times, in Germany, theReuthers’ odd conduct piqued official curiosity.

Walter and Victor inevitably drew some attention to themselves because they behaved like no other Americantourists the Nazis had ever seen. Tourists always stay in hotels,usually the fancier ones. But the Reuthers never stayed inhotels. They always roomed with the common people, or inyouth hostels, or in flophouses that were the last refuge ofthe unemployed. This was such weird conduct that StormTroopers sometimes ransacked such quarters just in the hopeof discovering what the Reuthers were up to. “Where arethose two Americans?” they would demand. Walter andVictor would present themselves, complete with passports.“What are you doing here?” the Storm Troopers would asksuspiciously.

Walter, who was usually the spokesman, would cloak his face in a look of bland surprise. “Why,” he would say,“we haven’t much money, and we were just looking for aplace to sleep for the night. Is there anything wrong withthat?” The Storm Troopers would grunt suspiciously, scrutinize the passports, and finally clump away, disgruntled. Fortunately, they never found a clue to indicate to them howvalid were their suspicions. The Reuther brothers were verylucky.

Months passed, and still the visas for Russia had not been approved. The Reuthers, short of funds to begin with,were now getting desperate. Walter took a bad spill fromhis bicycle and cut one arm badly, but they couldn’t afford adoctor or a hospital; they bound up the injured arm as bestthey could and rode on. One night, in France, exhausted andvirtually bankrupt, they rode until after nightfall, thendropped their bikes in exhaustion and crawled into whatlooked like an inviting haystack. When morning came, theyfound that the stack contained little hay, but much manure.

Finally, the Amtorg Trading Company, the official Russian agency handling tourists’ problems in Berlin, notified them that their visas had arrived. It was the dead of winter.In Gorki, the thermometer read 30 degrees below zero. ButWalter and Victor had no choice. They needed jobs. Shippingtheir bicycles ahead, clad only in knickers and jackets andcarrying their toolboxes, they set off into the heart of Russia.They were, in Walter’s phrase, “completely disorganized.”They spoke not a word of Russian. They had only the vaguestidea of how to get where they were going. Fortunately, theymet a Red Army officer who put them on the right trolley,and the trolley dropped them in the road a mile-and-a-halffrom the huge Gorki factory.

As they got off the trolley, one of the other passengers said something and pointed wildly at Walter’s jacket. Notunderstanding a word, Walter looked down. Someone hadsliced his jacket open with a knife and deftly lifted his wallet.Luckily, what little cash he had left was in a money beltaround his waist, but all the notes he had kept on theirEuropean trip had been stolen. It was a disenchanting initiation to Russia. Worse was to come for the Reuther boys.

After the Reuthers had trudged through the snow and bitter cold to Amerikanski Pasholik, the village for Americanworkers, they made a horrifying discovery. The factory inwhich they would have to labor was unheated. “It was myintroduction to the workers’ paradise,” Walter says dryly.“I still shiver at the memory of that cold,” says Victor.

In such surroundings, the Reuthers worked for nearly two years. Walter became a foreman, leading a “brigade” of16 workers and winning bonuses. But he never becamereconciled to the stupidity of the Bolshevik management,which seemed always to be fouling up his production plans,or to the utterly primitive living and working conditions.Safety precautions hardly existed. Meals in the stalovaya, thefactory lunchroom, usually featured such unappetizing fareas cabbage soup, scooped up with wooden spoons. Equallygraphic as an illustration of the almost unbelievable livingconditions in Russia was the affair of the metal spoons. Sovietfactory bosses had decided to hold a contest. They had cometo the conclusion that there wasn’t enough culture in the factory, and they decreed that all the workers should think upways of promoting culture.

The department next to Walter’s took an early lead in the contest when it lined its walls with fake palm trees.Walter looked at the palm trees and decided to take a morepractical approach. Using fender metal, he machined twobarrels of metal spoons. The edges were burred, and if onedidn’t watch out, he might get a cut lip using them—but theywere still metal spoons, to the Russians a positive marvel!The spoons won the contest for Walter’s department.

But that was not the end of the story. The spoons were such a novelty, they created such a sensation, that they beganto disappear from the dining hall by the barrel full. Morespoons were machined from fender metal, but they, too,disappeared almost as fast as they could be made. Finally,in desperation, the factory management passed a stringentrule. Any worker who wanted to eat with one of the Reuthermetal spoons would have to surrender his factory pass whenthe spoon was issued to him. To redeem his pass, he wouldhave to return the spoon.

While such incidents tell their own story about the backwardness and harsh living conditions in Russia, suchtrials would hardly have prejudiced or discouraged theReuthers. They were used to hard times, to living on theragged edge of poverty, and they were not the kind of mento be disenchanted at an encounter with hardships. By thesame token, the Reuthers were just the kind of men to beoutraged by inhumanity, by brutality; and these were theaspects of the cruel Stalin regime, demonstrated in manytragic episodes during their stay at Gorki, that revolted themand made an indelible impression upon them.

When they first went to Russia, they had open minds about the Communist experiment. Their own and theirfamily’s Socialist background predisposed them to believethat probably only exaggerated accounts of Communist brutalities had found their way into the American press andthat the reality would prove to be not half so bad as it hadbeen painted. Gorki completely disillusioned them. Theprincipal scene of their disillusionment was the communitydining hall; the symbol, the vacant chair whose usual occupant had been spirited away in the night by the Russiansecret police. The memory of that vacant chair and what itsymbolized has lived in Walter Reuther’s mind ever since.Years later, in 1961, he was to describe it in these terms:

“It happened several times while I was there that a family would appear for breakfast without the husband andfather.

“When they did so they sat at an isolated table, eyes red from weeping, faces distorted with anxiety and fear.Nobody approached them to ask them what was wrong orwhere the man of the family was. We all knew. He had beenarrested and seized during the middle of the night by theRussian secret police and taken away for imprisonment or tobe sent to a work camp in Siberia or even to be executed.

“He was suspected, by the government and the secret police, of political disagreement with the government. Whyhe was suspected, the family would not know and probablywould never learn. They only knew it was highly unlikelythey would ever see him again.

“The others in the dining hall knew that any gesture of comfort to the stricken family, even just asking themwhat had happened, would be interpreted as sympathy, andthey might well be the next victims just because of such agesture.”

Walter Reuther never forgot such heartrending spectacles. They were a major reason that, after he returned to America, he became one of the bitterest foes of the Communists in the American labor movement.

Nearly two years of labor in the primitive surroundings of Gorki replenished the Reuthers’ finances enough for themto be able to move on and see more of the world. Setting outon their bicycles, they pedaled 22,000 miles through centralAsia and Siberia, living on less than 50 cents a day. “We lived out in the desert with nomadic tribesmen north of Persiaand slept in their goatskin tents,” Walter recalls. “We livedwith peasants, coal miners, steelworkers. Basically, we werelearning about people, and the thing we learned is that theouter shell of man is quite different, but inside they areall exactly alike. They all want the same things—sufficientfood and shelter and security for their families; peace in theworld and a better life, better opportunities, for their children than they have had. These are the things that all menwant, and what we found out by living with all kinds ofpeople, sharing their tents on the desert, going down intothe coal mines with them, is that the good in man is so muchmore overwhelming than the bad.

“That is why I don’t buy war. I don’t believe the negative reflexes of fear and hatred represent man’s greatest aspirations. But we have never given man a chance. We havenever worked out a rule, a system, that would give a wholegeneration of the world’s youth the chance to live and worktogether in peace with the kind of dedication we give to war.When that day comes, there is no limit to what man canachieve.”

It was a philosophy whose seeds doubtless were planted in those Sunday family debates in Valentine Reuther’s homein Wheeling, but a philosophy for which Walter Reutherfound confirmation by living with tribesmen and peasantson the plains of Asia.

He and Victor were in Tashkent when they decided that the time had come for them to conclude their world tour bypressing on to China, the Pacific, and home. To get out ofRussia, however, they had to return to Moscow so that theirpassports could be processed, and they had to obtain passageon the Trans-Siberian Railroad that would take them acrossthe whole vast continent of Asia on their way to the East.They traveled, of course, the cheapest way, third class. Theywere on the train 13 days and 13 nights. Their only bedswere hard oaken boards. Their companions, except for oneengaging and highly articulate Englishman who was traveling first class, were Russian peasants, and their principalrefreshment was the tea that they and the peasants brewedand shared together. As they went farther East, Mongolianfaces began to mix with the white Russian faces at the stations through which they passed.

“It's the oddest sensation,’’ Reuther remembers. “There seems to be no line where the Caucasian race ends and theMongolian begins. As you go farther East, you see more andmore Mongolian faces sprinkled in the crowds—it’s a sort ofslow, even blend—and then, the next morning, the trainstops at a small city, and you look out, and you see nothingbut this sea of Mongolian faces. They’re all over the place,as if they had sprung up out of the ground during the night,and you know that you’re in the Far East at last.”

At the stops along the way, the Reuthers had become quite friendly with the pleasant Englishman. He was, he said,Haley Bell, a retired English officer who had gone into themanufacture of aluminum in Japan. Victor Reuther describeshim as “the spitting image of C. Aubrey Smith,” and neitherhe nor Walter had any idea that kindly, courteous HaleyBell had any special reason for being interested in them.When they stopped and stretched their legs on station platforms, he chatted to them about their experiences in Gorkiand chuckled at their youthful idealism and their faith inthe brotherhood of man. It did seem perhaps a bit peculiarthat Haley Bell kept bringing the conversation back to thetopic of Gorki, pumping them for the last item of theirknowledge about the great Volga factory, but this they putdown at the time to idle curiosity. It was not until afterWorld War II that British Prime Minister Winston Churchilldisclosed to the House of Commons—and to the astonishedReuthers—that Britain’s top secret service agent in the FarEast throughout the prewar years had been Lieut. Col.Haley Bell.

The disclosure solved a mystery for the Reuthers. They had never been able to understand why, the moment theyreached Manchuria, the Japanese secret police had been sosuspicious of them. On one occasion, they had been held twodays for questioning, and they hadn’t had the faintest ideawhat it had been all about. Now, long years later, all becameclear. Obviously, Japanese intelligence had had its own suspicions about Lieut. Col. Haley Bell and anyone who associated with the courtly Englishman instantly becamesuspect. Having no suspicion of this at the time, the Reuthershad been far more concerned at Haley Bell’s callous attitudetoward poor coolie labor. There was a long stopover inMukden, and Haley Bell proposed that they hire rickshas.“Come on,” he said, “I’ll show you the city.”

“What?” Walter cried. “Be carried around by another human being? Not on your life!”

“Silly ass,” Haley Bell muttered, leaving the Reuthers to their own devices.

True to their principles, the Reuthers shook off the eager ricksha boys and set out to see what they could see onfoot. Late in the day, tired and hot, Walter heard someonecalling his name. He whirled around and was startled tosee Haley Bell coming along the street, sitting erect in aricksha, immaculately dressed in a white linen suit and pithhelmet. As his bearer sped him past the astonished Reuthers,he doffed his pith helmet and intoned, “Behold the Britishimperialist!”

It was the last they saw of Haley Bell, for his route and theirs now diverged. He was going to Shanghai; they, toPeiping, and so he passed out of their lives. But he left behindhim the disturbing residue of an ethical problem. Shouldanyone who believed in the equality and brotherhood ofman ever consent to being hauled around by another humanbeing?

The question haunted the Reuthers when they arrived in Peiping. There they found some 20 ricksha boys lined up,eagerly soliciting their patronage. True to their convictions,the Reuthers refused to be hauled in rickshas, but everywhere they went, ricksha boys followed them, waited forthem, vied for their trade. Times were hard in China, andricksha-pullers needed every fare they could get. They hada saying: “White man, he got money, no patience. We got nomoney, lots of patience.” The patience finally wore down theReuthers’ principles. One letter of introduction was to thepresident of a university about 13 miles outside Peiping. Theonly really practical way to make the trip was to travel byricksha, and so Walter and Victor, reluctantly surrendering,hired two rickshas to carry them.

Even though practicality had dictated their action, they were still greatly disturbed about it. They felt it just wasn’tright to be transported in such fashion, and so, after a fewmiles, they hit upon a device to salve their consciences.

Ordering a halt, they got out, ordered the ricksha boys into their comfortable seats, put themselves between the shafts,and started out along the road. “They thought we were nuts,”Walter confesses, “but we persuaded them, got them in, andpulled them down the road at a smart pace for awhile.” Butonly for awhile. The Reuthers soon discovered that the ricksha boys were more adept at hauling rickshas than they were,and so it wasn’t long before they were persuaded to resumetheir seats and finish their journey in style.

This amusing interlude was followed by one of the most harrowing and horrifying experiences of their trip. To getto the Chinese coast, they engaged passage on a Yangtze Riversteamer. The Yangtze at the time was in full flood, rice cropshad been destroyed, and the Chinese in the countrysidethrough which they passed were starving. In the streets ofthe river towns, parades of children, beating tin cans andbegging food, followed all foreigners. Everyone knew therewould be food, there would be rice, on the river steamer;and when it left Hankow, starving men, trying to leap aboard,were clubbed to death by burly Sikh deck hands and tossedinto the swirling river waters. Farther down the stream,the vessel rammed and sank a Chinese junk. Some 40 personsaboard the junk drowned before the Reuthers’ eyes as thecaptain of the steamer watched indifferently. When Walterangrily protested and demanded that an effort be made torescue the victims, the captain simply shrugged his shouldersand turned away, muttering that these crazy Americansdidn’t understand China. In China, human life was one ofthe cheapest commodities.

With this nightmarish experience behind them, the Reuthers finally reached Japan. In Yokohama they tookstock of their resources. They had only $7 between them, andthey were 7,000 miles from home. Seeking help, they reported to the American consulate, and the consul found themberths in the crew of the cruise liner President Harding.So they worked their way back home across the vast Pacific,Victor spending his days pleasantly enough polishing brassand chatting with the first-class passengers, Walter toilingand sweating in the engine room.

In California, they got their sea pay and spent it to buy bus tickets back to Wheeling, West Virginia. They had beengone nearly three years—gone so long that, when they telephoned ahead to let their family know they were coming,their father at first did not recognize their voices.





Chapter 6

Union Beginnings

Walter and Victor Reuther got back home just in time. The domestic scene in America was changing, and for thefirst time in the history of the automobile industry, an effective labor organization was about to be born.

The changes stemmed from the New Deal administration of President Roosevelt and its encouragement of effective union organization. Unions, which had been hampered by restrictive laws that rendered them virtually powerless,were to grow within a few short years into a mighty force inAmerican life, and nowhere was the impact of this startlingturn about to be felt more strongly than in Detroit. Therethe automobile industry had always gone to extreme lengthsto maintain the open shop and to keep the workers on itsassembly lines in complete subjection.

To understand the Detroit that was about to be torn by labor warfare unprecedented in its history, one has to understand the Detroit that Walter Reuther had left for his tripabroad and the Detroit to which he returned. It was a Detroitwhose brutality toward the men who labored in its autofactories can hardly be overestimated. The inhuman speedupon its assembly lines drove men to the utter limits of physicalendurance and at times almost to the borders of insanity.Louis-Ferdinand Celine, the French novelist who labored inDetroit for a time, later wrote this unforgettable description of life in the auto factories:

“One was turned by force into a machine oneself, the whole of one’s carcass quivering in this vast frenzy of noise,which filled you within and all around the inside of yourskull and lower down rattled your bowels, and climbed toyour eyes in infinite, little, quick unending strokes . . . youlong to stop and hear your heart beating clearly within you;but now it’s impossible. I can’t stop . . . The workmenbending solicitously over the machines eager to keep themhappy, are a depressing sight; one hands them the right-sized screws and still more screws, instead of putting a stoponce and for all to all this smell of oil, and this vapor whichburns your throat and your eardrums from inside . . . Whenat six o’clock everything stops, you carry the noise away inyour head. I had a whole night’s noise and smell of oil inmine, as if I’d been fitted with a new nose . . . my mateswere mere echoes and whiffs of machinery like myself, fleshshaken up for good.”

Men who endured these conditions lived for the most part on the ragged edge of poverty and with the swords ofdictatorial and ruthless managements dangling precariouslyabove their heads. For years, caught in a trap from whichthere seemed no escape, men dared not open their mouthsor take one step in their own defense, afraid that their simplest gesture might deprive them of the miserable livelihoodthat they had.

The psychological scars grew deep on the souls of men on the assembly lines. The first scar tissue had formed inthat horrible winter of 1927 when Walter Reuther first cameto Detroit. Ford, in the shift-over from Model T to Model A,had laid off 100,000 men. Many of them were unemployed from six months to more than a year. In that time,they and their families almost starved to death, and none ofthem ever forgot it. Not only the Ford workers themselves,but workers on every assembly line in the city paid the penalty. With this many men roaming the streets looking for jobs,with others constantly flocking in from the countrysides ofseveral surrounding states, factory bosses were in the driver’sseat and became completely ruthless. They speeded up theassembly lines to tempos never previously achieved; theydrove the helpless human cattle who tended them to maintain the stepped-up pace; and if a man protested, he wasspeedily reminded that, if he didn’t want his job, there werea thousand others outside who did.

The process of speedup and virtual enslavement on the assembly line that began with the Ford changeover wasintensified by the cruel, unremitting pressures of the Depression. Not only was business bad, impelling auto magnates tofurther speedups and further cutting of costs, but a permanent excess labor force gathered and waited at the employment gate of every plant, eager for even a single day’s work.The waiting throngs of the unemployed would assembleby 6 A.M., trying to warm themselves in the cold by smallbonfires, and they would wait and wait until plant foremencame out and picked whomever they wanted. Seniority, experience, didn’t mean a thing. All that counted was whethera man was a young and willing beast who could be drivenfast.

The hopelessness underlying such experiences was expressed in cold statistics. In 1929 slightly more than 470,000 men were employed in Detroit’s auto factories. By 1933 lessthan half this number were employed, and they were working for far less, earning only one-third of the wages paid in1929. These were the fortunate ones, the lucky ones whowere actually making, on an average, $17.57 a week. Theunlucky accumulated on Detroit’s relief rolls and eked out apitiful existence. Their erstwhile employers made no moveto help them and expressed, indeed, complete indifferenceto their fate. In March 1932, when a number of unemployedFord workers gathered at the River Rouge plant to dramatize their plight, Ford guards and Dearborn police, whocould always be counted upon to back up Ford, dispersedthem with gunfire. Four demonstrators were shot dead;many more were wounded.

In 1935, just at the time Walter Reuther returned to Detroit, one of the most intensive studies ever made of theautomobile industry was released. It was the work of LeonHenderson, a government economist, who had made thedetailed report for NRA, the National Recovery Administration. Henderson described the workers’ attitude:

“The fear of layoff is always in their minds, even if not definitely brought there by the foremen. The speedup isthus inherent in the present situation of lack of steady workand an army of unemployed waiting outside . . .

“The automobile industry has set a new low age for displacement of workers. Men near forty find great difficultyin securing jobs with the industry or being rehired afterlayoffs.

“There was bitter opposition to the group piecework and the group bonus plans which were devised to drive themto excessive speed. . . .

“Labor unrest exists to a degree higher than warranted by the depression. The unrest follows from insecurity, lowannual earnings, inequitable hiring and rehiring methods,espionage, speed-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 toget results.”

The great automobile firms met this threat, which Henderson so accurately and perceptively described, not by trying to correct wrongs and better conditions, but by hiring private armies and instituting campaigns of espionage,terror, and suppression. The Henderson report noted that,in one two-and-a-half year period, General Motors had paidthe Pinkerton Detective Agency $419,000 and Chrysler hadpaid another private detective firm $211,000. These sums,huge as they were, were soon to be dwarfed. Soon, in a comparable period, General Motors was to be spending nearly$1,000,000 for plant espionage, and Henry Ford was to raisea private army of 3,000 gangsters and plug-uglies whom hewas to arm with machine guns.

Such were the unequal forces that were virtually in the trenches, lined up for combat, when Walter Reuther returned to Detroit. The forces, by any expression of power,were most unevenly matched. On the one side, there wasthe helpless mass of fearful but increasingly desperate men,lacking organization, lacking leadership and resources; on theother, the arrayed might of the motor magnates with theirhired armies, their private detectives, their omnipresentspies—and, above all, their iron determination to keepDetroit an open shop city, one in which no labor unionshould ever be permitted to gain a foothold. It looked like amost uneven contest, but there could be no question whereWalter Reuther’s sympathies lay. He had been born onlabor’s side of the tracks, and he was almost fanaticallyproud of the fact.

Even before he had been bred by Ford in 1932, he had been agitating for the formation of a union, but he hadmade little headway. The men had been too fearful; the timehad not been right. Reuther tells about these early unionizing efforts with a wry humor. Ford, he explains, had notcut wages as early in the Depression as the other companies.For several years, Ford kept its original pay scale, but finally,shortly before Reuther was bred for his Socialist and unionactivities, the fateful day arrived.

“Our superintendent lined us up and told us: ‘Beginning today, we’re cutting your rates five cents an hour,’ ” Reuther relates. “I don’t know, but I expect that they wereanticipating trouble, they were testing us to see how we wouldtake it. But there was no revolution. The men took it quietly.

“So after the lunch hour, when we came back to work, the superintendent lined us all up again and told us we werebeing cut another five cents an hour. That’s what really madethe men sore. If they’d cut us ten cents an hour to begin with,it wouldn’t have made half the impression, but cutting usfive cents before lunch and five cents afterwards, after ithad become obvious we were too helpless to do anythingabout it, was an outright insult. It made the men furious.

“I remember there were three deaf mute brothers who worked in my department. I had learned enough of theirsign language to communicate with them a bit, and I hadbeen talking up the need for us to form a union. But I hadn’tbeen getting anywhere. Well, after the first pay cut was announced, I remember the youngest of them slipped me anote. It read: ‘At the lunch hour, let’s start the revolution.’ ”

Not many men at Ford were yet ready for the revolution, however, and so, after lunch, they had to swallow the second pay cut. And shortly afterwards, of course, Reutherhimself drew a pink dismissal slip and, with his brother Victor, was off to Europe and a trip around the world to see whatthe world of labor was doing.

While he was gone, several futile efforts had been made at unionization. All had foundered more or less disastrously.One of the major causes for the repeated failures was theineptness of the American Federation of Labor, the only largelabor organization in America at the time, and the lethargyand timidity of its president, William Green, whom theauto workers came to dub with contempt, “Sitting Bill.”Despite the failures, despite the inadequacy of A. F. of L.leadership, the men on the assembly lines were growingdesperate. Walter Reuther, coming up to Detroit from Wheeling in the winter of 1935, quickly sensed the change inattitude, quickly felt what he calls “a sense of little peoplemarching.”

The indifference that had frustrated him at Ford in 1932 was gone. There was now passion and faith. The workerseven had a hymn that they sang with fervor. It was one theyhad resurrected from the days when Valentine Reuther’shero, “Big Bill” Haywood, had led his International Workers of the World into labor battles. It was called, “SolidarityForever”; and it went, in part, like this:

“When the union’s inspiration through the worker’s blood shall run


“There can be no greater power anywhere beneath the sun . .

To find workers singing this militant air was, for Walter Reuther, to breathe air like wine. Very much his father’sson, he could hardly wait to get into the battle, and hepromptly set about organizing a small union local. Today,looking back, he remembers those strife-torn years of thelate 1930’s with the nostalgia of a man of advancing age forhis fighting youth; they remain to him a time when he wasyoung “and the world was simple, and there was a frontierahead.”

Walter Reuther was determined to cross that frontier as one of the leaders of the newborn labor movement. As aunion organizer, he was not exactly welcome in the automobile plants of Detroit, but he made a living by doingoccasional tool and die work in small factories and by servingas a recreation director for the Works Progress Administration. Walter at the moment didn’t mind. Life was all in thefuture, and it was a future that was being brightened by thepresence of a girl whom he began to meet regularly on aDetroit streetcar. She was May Wolf, a young school teacher,and she confided to Walter that she was trying to get herfellow teachers to organize. It was a beautiful meshing ofmutual interests. Almost every night May and Walter met onthe streetcar and discussed unions and the news of developments in the labor movement until she had to get off thestreetcar.

After three months of this kind of shop talk, May and Walter decided that there were, after all, other things inlife than unions. On March 13, 1936, they were married.Right after the ceremony, they left Detroit, but not on thekind of honeymoon most brides and grooms envision. Walterhad to address a labor rally in Mount Clemens that night.

Back in Detroit in the spring of 1936, Walter was determined to attend the first convention of the newly formed United Automobile Workers at South Bend, Indiana. Theunion had been organized the year before under A. F. of L.jurisdiction, and “Sitting Bill” Green hadn’t even asked itsmembers whom they wanted for a leader. He had simplypicked and installed one of his own palace-guard stooges.The chieftain Green had given the UAW had quickly provedhimself a bumbler, and now the auto workers, completelyfed up, were determined to shed the A. F. of L. yoke for good.Walter wanted to have a hand in the shedding.

He had, however, a major problem. His union local was almost nonexistent. Workers were still so fearful of reprisals in the auto plants that many of them did not dare to cometo meetings; and when Walter called a session to pick adelegate to the UAW convention, only seven members showedup. Not surprisingly, the seven picked Walter to representthem. Officially named a delegate, Walter promptly facedother, practical problems. He had no money; neither did hisunion. The treasurer of the local gave Walter $5—all themoney the treasury contained—and Walter set out to hitchhike the 175 miles to South Bend. Arriving there, he shareda room with five other delegates and lived on hamburgers.

The South Bend convention, held on April 27, 1936, severed all UAW ties with the A. F. of L. and named its ownpresident. He was Homer L. Martin, then 34, a formerBaptist preacher who had worked briefly in the auto plants,had become overnight an ardent unionist, and had becomenoted for a revivalist flow of oratory that could work men upto a steaming, fighting pitch. The other officers were Wyndham Mortimer, a cagey and veteran unionist, vice-president;and George Addes, already known for his toughness andshrewdness as the result of his leadership role in an Autolite strike in Toledo, secretary-treasurer. Among the delegateschosen to sit on the executive board was a chunky, compactlybuild redhead who was already becoming the favorite of Detroit’s West Side locals—Walter Reuther. For a young manwho had come to South Bend representing a barely breathinglocal, it was a great personal triumph.

The new UAW leadership promptly decided to affiliate with John L. Lewis’ Committee for Industrial Organization, later the Congress of Industrial Organizations. Thebeetle-browed Lewis, originally head of the United MineWorkers, had set up the CIO to organize all workers in givenindustries, the skilled and the unskilled, instead of following the A. F. of L. pattern of organizing individual crafts.Though the CIO was still a part of the A. F. of L., Lewisran his own show and was already on his way out of theparent organization. He agreed to finance the UAW in itsorganizing drive in Detroit to the extent of $100,000.

Considering the size of the job to be done, this money represented little more than peanuts. It certainly didn’t helpWalter Reuther. He had in his pockets only what was leftof the $5 with which he had started out, and he had tohitchhike his way back home from South Bend. Once morein Detroit, he decided to borrow $300 to get his local moving.With the money, he hired a sound truck, rented an office,and moved in a secondhand desk, a mimeograph machine, atypewriter—and Mrs. Walter Reuther. May had been making$60 a week as a teacher; her husband now paid her $15 as asecretary—and saw that she endorsed even this pittanceright back to the union. She was, Walter acknowledges wryly,“the lowest-paid secretary in the city.”

Since Walter himself was drawing no salary from the union, the finances of the young couple were almost nonexistent. To make ends meet, they moved into the small LaSalle Boulevard apartment of May’s parents. But they wererarely at home. Almost every night Walter was speaking at aunion meeting, and May was with him. Usually, it was 10:30before they stopped off at some cheap restaurant for a skimpysupper. “I never knew people to eat less,” May said yearsafterwards. “I was so thin the mattress hurt my hips.”

Those were hard times for the Reuthers, but they were challenging times, too. The redhead had a flair for speaking, and, undeniably, he was beginning to make his way. Itwas not perhaps so much what he said as the dynamic quality, the conviction in the way he said it. He had an almostmissionary zeal when he spoke about people and their problems. His mind was lightning fast; he always seemed to havethe latest facts and figures at his fingertips; ability seemedstamped all over him. The auto workers, cheered by thesplit with the A. F. of L., feeling that under the new CIOregime they might get somewhere, were looking for justsuch a leader, and they became increasingly enamored withWalter Reuther. More men constantly joined his local, andsoon several other West Side locals merged with it, formingpowerful Local 174, with Walter as its president.

Prospects were improving but almost as soon as they started to improve, they dimmed again. Walter had beenworking as a tool and die maker in a small factory. Oneafternoon, his foreman inspected the die he was making andcongratulated him on a fine job. Walter, never the bashfultype, promptly asked for a raise—and got it. At 7 o’clock thenext morning, when he reported for work, he was told thathis salary was being raised a dime an hour; at 9 o’clock thesame morning, he was notified that he was being fired forincompetence. Nobody troubled to explain how he couldhave been so good he was worth ten cents more an hour at7 o’clock and so bad two hours later that it was necessary tofire him. But, obviously, somebody had heard that soundtruck, and, obviously, the firm wanted no such union agitator in its midst. Neither did other firms in Detroit. Walter,leaving the plant and looking for other work, found that thistime he had been most thoroughly and efficiently blacklisted.There was, for him, no job in all Detroit. The blacklistingcame at a most inopportune time, for Walter Reuther hadplans—plans for his first big strike—and he needed a job inside the target plant to make sure the plans worked.

Nearly half of the members of Walter’s Local 174 worked at the Kelsey-Hayes Wheel Corporation, makers of brakes forFord. These workers had been complaining about speedupsthat drove them to the limit of endurance, and Walter hadtried to discuss their complaints with management. Butmanagement had given him the rough back of its hand. Itsaid Walter didn’t represent the workers, and it wasn’t goingto talk with him. And so Walter had been planning a demonstration to convince management that he did represent themen and that it was going to have to talk.

The technique he had in mind was not new, though it was comparatively novel in America. It was the sit-down strike.Sit-downs had been tried first in Europe. Two years before,Welsh and Hungarian miners had refused to come out of themines until their wages were raised. In the United Statesin November 1935, workers at the Goodyear plant in Akronhad sat-down on the job until a grievance was settled. A fewweeks later, the same thing happened at a Firestone plant.Walter was convinced that the technique that had workedin rubber would work equally well in autos. All that wasneeded was for enough men to sit-down at the same time;once the workers stopped tending those fast moving assemblylines, chaos would be almost instantaneous.

But to organize such a demonstration right, to make sure it didn’t misfire, Walter himself needed to be on the scene,working at a job inside the embattled plant. And with theblacklisting against him, he knew he didn’t have a chance.In this crisis, he turned to his brother, Victor. After theirreturn from Europe, Victor had become a lecturer for theQuaker Emergency Peace Program and had given severaltalks at Brookwood Labor College. Among his students wasa bright-eyed scholarship winner named Sophie. They hadonly recently been married, and Victor, accompanied by hisbride, was still on the road talking for the Quakers whenhe received a summons from Walter. Victor listened to himexplain the situation by long-distance phone, then told Sophiethey would have to pack and travel. The following afternoonsaw him back in Detroit, and a few hours later he was working at a punch press in Kelsey-Hayes for 36 i/2 cents an hour.

With Victor on the scene, Walter called a strategy meeting at the La Salle Boulevard apartment. He had expected most of the 78 unionists he had registered in Kelsey-Hayesto attend, but so fearful were the men of reprisals for union activity that only 15 showed up. Almost all of these, however,worked on the critical brake-assembly line, the part of theplant most affected by the speedup.

Walter realized that what he could not accomplish by strength he would have to achieve by clever stratagem. “Wehad a big Polish gal at the meeting who had fainted on theassembly line once before,” he explains. “We assigned her to‘faint’ again, and showed her how to do it. That was to be thesignal. When she ‘fainted,’ someone else was to shut down theassembly line. We trained a couple of men in pulling theright switches.”

Victor Reuther was at work at a punch press on the floor below the brake-assembly line when Walter’s plans werecarried into action. Everything worked like well oiled machinery. One instant Victor was stamping out a new pieceevery ten seconds; the next, he heard an uproar on the floorabove. The Polish girl had “fainted,” the selected workmenhad pulled the key switches on the brake-assembly line, andcollaborators were shouting, “Strike! Strike” at the top oftheir lungs.

Victor abandoned his punch press, raced upstairs, found a packing case and climbed up on it. When the first uproarhad died down, he was haranguing the fainthearts amongthe factory’s 5,000 workers and urging them to join theunion. A bewildered personnel man, plucking at his cuff,suggested that he ought to devote his talents instead to getting the men back to work.

“Only Walter Reuther can do that,’’ said Victor.

“Who’s Walter Reuther?’’ asked the personnel man. He was quickly enlightened.

During these minutes of fast paced action inside Kelsey-Hayes, Walter sat impatiently at the desk in his cubbyhole office, watching the ticking hands of his watch and waitingfor the telephone call that would tell him whether he hadsucceeded or failed. Finally, it came. It was from the Kelsey-Hayes’ front office; they wanted him to come over to theirfactory and restore peace.

“What makes you think I can help you?’’ Walter inquired blandly. “You told me I don’t represent the workers.”

“If anybody can do it, you can,” the management voice assured him. The voice added that a company car was beingsent to speed him to the plant.

Walter rode to Kelsey-Hayes in style, was escorted by management through the gates that had been barred to him,and mounted Victor’s packing case. Then he took up rightwhere Victor had left off, urging the workers who didn’tbelong to join the union. This wasn’t at all what management had bargained for. The horrified personnel mantwitched Walter’s pant leg. “You’re supposed to get themback to work, not organize them,” he said.

Walter, eyes dancing, a grin on his face, looked down and inquired innocently: “But how can I get them back towork if they’re not organized?”

Management was nonplussed, but stubborn. The sit-downers, led by the Reuthers, were stubborn, too. They sat and occupied the plant for five days and five nights, sustained by a food supply system that Walter climbed out awindow to organize. Then management caved in. It signed acontract recognizing the union and granting a pay hike to aminimum of 75 cents an hour. It was one of the most dramatic triumphs the auto workers had scored, one of the firsttimes in America that sit-downers had actually taken overand occupied a plant for an extended period until their battlewas won. Membership application cards flooded Walter’soffice, and in less than six months membership zoomed to2,400. It was merely a taste of the tests and triumphs to come.





Chapter 7

Cracking General Motors and Ford

Walter Reuther’s triumph at Kelsey-Hayes was like the sudden release of a compressed spring. It twanged and vibrated, and almost instantly labor broke out in a sit-downrash. Reuther had shown the way, and workers in a spontaneous chain reaction that speaks loudly of the long suppressed, underlying pressures, rushed to copy his successfulmethod. Union leaders no longer had to work to sell theidea of union membership to labor; labor, in a great manyinstances, called its own strikes and then rushed to join theunion.

“A guy we never heard of would call up and say, ‘We shut down such-and-such a plant. Send us over some coffeeand doughnuts,’ ” Reuther says. “So we’d send over the stuff.Later on, we’d organize central kitchens and mobile feedingunits. Our organizing committee was in session continuously.We slept hardly at all. That’s how we grew. It was a realindustrial revolution.”

Revolution was, indeed, the proper word for it, and as is the case with revolutions, it could hardly be peaceful. Withworkers calling their own spontaneous strikes and then begging to be taken into the UAW, orderly and responsible planning became almost impossible. Reuther and the otherleaders in the forefront of the movement had caught atiger by the tail, and even if they had wished, which theydidn’t, they probably could not have stopped the angry beastfrom lashing out with his claws. The explosive eruption inthe auto plants that Leon Henderson had predicted was nowliving reality.

The first tremendous upheaval from the seething pit of labor rocked the titan of the industry and, by its violence,shocked the nation. It was the spontaneously called, runawaystrike against General Motors. The UAW had been tryingthroughout 1936 to organize GM. In its campaign to persuadeworkers to join the union, it had hammered away at a fewbasic arguments. “The year in which GM’s profits were$228,000,000, the worker’s average wage was slightly over$1,100,” it proclaimed. “Between January, 1934, and July,1936, the corporation spent close to $1,000,000 for plant espionage. Speedups again and again. . . .”

Using such arguments, Wyndham Mortimer, the UAW vice-president, headed an organizing team that tried to lureworkers in General Motors plants in Flint into the union.Mortimer first tried to clean out company spies who hadworked their way into key spots in the locals, but GeneralMotors had not spent $1,000,000 for plant espionage in vain.Its hired agents within the locals, by raising false issuesand making false charges, kept the membership in such astate of discord that nothing could be accomplished. Spiesposing as ardent unionists even turned some of the localsagainst the organizers by labeling the organizers Communistagitators. Mortimer, who appears to have been vulnerable onthe issue, was so discredited that by this attack he was drivenout of Flint.

Robert Travis and Roy Reuther, the first of the Reuther brothers to become a fully paid union official, succeeded him and carried on the organizing campaign. Travis managed to expose some of the informers, and he and RoyReuther won the allegiance of rank-and-file union men.Steadily, they built up the strength of the Flint locals,preparing for the day when they would be strong enoughfor an effective contract showdown with the giant GeneralMotors.

The coming of this day was constantly being speeded by the conduct of the men themselves. They were in no moodto wait. The speedup had become so fatiguing that, at theend of a shift, many men were too exhausted to participatein home activities; they could only collapse. Resentful, themen began to call wildcat strikes on their own. The lasthalf of 1936 was marked by a number of sporadic workstoppages in the Chevrolet and Fisher Body plants in Flint.Each was quickly settled, and the workers, feasting on suchminor victories, become encouraged, emboldened, and impatient.

Barely contained, the unrest built swiftly until it finally exploded in a violent crisis at the end of December 1936. OnDecember 18, William Knudsen, General Motors president,in rejecting a union demand, seemed to leave the door just abit ajar. He protested that GM had no intention of “discouraging” union organization, agreed that he felt “collectivebargaining is here to stay,” but insisted it “ought to takeplace before a shutdown rather than after.”

Homer Martin, UAW’s preacher-president, rushed into the breach and asked for a conference on such matters asspeedup, discrimination, job security, and the abuse of piecework rates. General Motors agreed to see union representatives, but only on a plant-by-plant basis. Since general policyfor the entire organization was set at the top and individual plant bosses had no choice but to carry it out, the UAWfelt such piecemeal negotiations would be prolonged anduseless, and refused to participate in them. There nowoccurred the briefest of pauses. Union leaders were notcertain of their strength in the auto plants. In addition, CIOchieftain John L. Lewis did not want to become embroiledat this time in a major showdown in the auto industry; hisstrategy called instead for a drive to organize steel first. Butthe men in the plants were in no mood to wait longer.Feeling their strength, aroused and wrathful, they actedwithout consulting the leadership.

On December 28, provoked by a long string of unsettled grievances, the workers of the Cleveland Fisher Body planthalted production by sitting down at their jobs. The nextday, the men in Flint’s Fisher Body Plant No. 2 joined themovement after the manager fired five union spokesmen forrequesting collective bargaining. The next night, workers inthe more important Fisher Body Plant No. 1 noticed thatvital dies were being placed on freight cars for shipment.Recognizing that if the dies were shipped GM might be ableto set up production elsewhere, Travis consulted with theunionized workers and pointed out to them that they wouldhave to halt the shipment if they wanted to save their jobs.

The men at once voted to sit-down and not to leave the plant until the dispute was settled. By New Year’s Eve, bothFlint plants were occupied by the sit-downers, and thecrucial battle of the sit-downs was joined.

Lewis, his primary objective still the organization of steel, had tried at first to prevent the sit-downs from spreading, but he quickly saw that this was impossible. Lewis recognized that the strike now would have either to be completelywon or completely lost, and so he threw all the resources ofthe CIO behind it.

The battle lines, bitterly drawn at the start, quickly stiffened until the strike assumed the aspect of a civil war.The major battleground was the city of Flint. The birthplaceof the Buick Company, Flint had some 165,000 residents, ofwhom approximately 50,000 worked in the auto plants. Thecentral Fisher Body plants and the major Chevrolet factorieswere located there. If these key Flint plants could be closeddown, all GM would be slowed almost to a standstill.

All Flint, labor charged—its city officials, its police, its newspapers, and its radio station—belonged body and soul toGM. Soon events seemed to indicate that there was morethan a little truth to the charge. On January 4, 1937, GeneralMotors rejected every union demand, began a back-to-workcampaign, and asked federal action to clear the plants of thestrikers. It rushed into a state court, and from Circuit JudgeEdward D. Black, of Flint, obtained an injunction orderingthe strikers to leave the plants and refrain from picketing.This was a strikebreaking judicial decree if it was allowed tostand, but union lawyers didn’t let it stand. They lookedinto Judge Black’s background and found he owned $219,000worth of GM stock. Since Michigan law prohibits a juristfrom sitting in a case in which he has a personal interest, thestrikebreaking injunction was voided, and unfavorable publicity boomeranged on GM.

Neither this black eye nor the collapse of its first legal offensive deterred General Motors. It backed the formationof the “Flint Alliance,” headed by George Boysen, a formerBuick paymaster who had become the owner of a smallspark-plug factory. A highly paid New York public relationsman was imported, and a high-pressure campaign was startedto blacken the reputation of the union and whip up localsupport for GM. Boysen got the cooperation of the citymanager, police officials, and anti-union citizens; and he wasjoined by a large number of workers who had not belongedto the UAW when the strike started and wanted to return totheir jobs at any price. Uniting these forces, Boysen and hisNew York public relations man accused UAW officials ofCommunism and racketeering, blasted the “invasion” ofFlint by outside agitators, and called upon public-spiritedcitizens to rise and drive these interlopers—except for theNew York public relations man, of course—right out of thecity. This militant plan, if followed, could lead only to afrightful and bloody clash.

The UAW, recognizing that its very life was at stake, rallied its legions from all over the Midwest area. FromDetroit, Cleveland, Toledo, and Akron, thousands of unionactivists poured into the strike-beleaguered city of Flint. Oneof the most powerful delegations came from Detroit’s WestSide locals, headed by Walter and Victor Reuther, with theirsound truck in the van.

With opposing armies marshalled in such strength, the inevitable happened. On the afternoon of January 11, 1937,management shut off the heat in Fisher 1. A few hours later,in what had every appearance of a concerted action, Flintpolice surrounded the entrance of the plant and announcedno further shipments of food would be permitted. A ladderplaced against a window by strikers in an attempt to smuggle food into the sit-downers was instantly torn down. Dinnertime came on this bitterly cold day, and the police stillmaintained their positions, while inside the plant the sit-downers shivered and went hungry.

In the early evening, Victor Reuther charged upon the scene with a sound truck. Scores of unionists soon surroundedit. Victor, taking the microphone, pleaded with police to letthe food shipments through. The police didn’t give any signthey had heard him. His appeal failing, Victor then began tobroadcast a fighting exhortation to the workers inside theplant and out. Soon he had the men whipped up into a fighting temper, and at 7 P.M., in a concerted rush, unionistscharged the plant gates from both sides, swept the policeaside, and carried coffee, bread, and other food into the plant.

The police, temporarily vanquished, soon returned to the fray. At 9 o’clock, 50 of them, more than half of Flint’sentire police force, charged the pickets guarding the plantentrance. They clubbed some, scattered others. A policemanshattered the glass pane of a door, poked a tear-gas gunthrough the opening and fired it. The gassed strikers insidefell back, and police, charging to the windows of the plant,blasted them with buckshot. The battle was on.

The strikers fought back with every weapon at their disposal. From the roof, from windows, they rained a hail ofmetal pipes, nuts, bolts, pop bottles, coffee mugs, and two-pound steel automobile door hinges on the heads of theattacking police. For three hours, the battle raged. Throughout, Victor Reuther and the other strike leaders took turnsat the microphone on the sound truck, shouting encouragement to their embattled troops, excoriating the police; andwhen the men in blue tried to charge the truck to silencethem, a protective guard of burly unionists beat them back.

Sheriff Thomas Wolcott drove his sedan into the battle zone. Strikers seized it and turned it on its side, its glaringheadlights shining on a battlefield littered with broken glass,rocks, and door hinges. Three other police cars were upset.Still the battle raged. Police gathered for one more assaulton the door of the plant, but the strikers, armed now with afire hose, turned a powerful spray of icy water on the attackers, knocking them back. A new barrage of rocks, bottles,and door hinges cascaded down upon their heads, and themen in blue at last broke and ran 50 yards to a bridge thatapproached the plant gate. Then they ran 50 yards moreacross it and vanished into the night. Their precipitate retreat led unionists afterwards to dub the clash derisively,“The Battle of the Running Bulls.”

It had been, indeed, a battle. Fourteen strikers had been shot and wounded by police gunfire; dozens of othershad been beaten, cut, and injured. It was pitched warfare sofierce and so bloody that it spelled a clear message; it warnedthat even worse violence might be expected. Recognizing thewarning, Governor Frank Murphy, who had been electedlargely by labor’s votes, ordered 1,200 National Guardsmeninto Flint. But he made it clear that he sent them to keeporder, not to break the strike.

The fierceness of the sit-down warfare placed Murphy in an almost impossible predicament. Labor had helpedgreatly in his election; he was sympathetic to its demands,and he recognized the arrogance with which General Motorshad refused to negotiate with the union. But, at the sametime, he recognized that, as governor, it was his duty touphold the law and protect property rights. The sit-downscertainly violated those rights; they were, in effect, the illegalseizure by labor of the employer’s property. This aspect, ofcourse, was all that mattered to big business organizations, tothe wealthy, the high placed, and influential. They demanded that the governor act at once to protect property—that he send in the troops and forcibly oust the strikers. ButMurphy knew that to do this would cause even greatertragedy, that hundreds of men might be killed. So hetemporized and sought a middle course that pleased nobodycompletely. He kept the National Guardsmen on the sceneto maintain order, and he brought pressure on GeneralMotors to sit down at the bargaining table with representatives of the union.

The level-headed course between disastrous extremes seemed at first likely to produce results. Yielding to Murphy’s pressure, William Knudsen and GM agreed to meetwith the UAW, provided the strikers would leave the plantsfirst. The UAW put no faith in GM’s pledge not to operatethe plants for 15 days; but under pressure by Murphy, italso yielded. Sit-downers actually left struck GM plants inDetroit and Anderson, Indiana, and they were about toevacuate the Flint plants when Bill Lawrence, a UnitedPress reporter, uncovered an exchange of telegrams thatshowed Knudsen was planning to meet with Boysen’s strikebreaking Flint Alliance. This evidence of what they interpreted as a contemplated double cross so infuriated theFlint strikers that they promptly repudiated the agreement and continued to occupy the plants.
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Both sides took stock of the situation. The strikers had now been in the seized plants for more than a month, andfor GM the situation was becoming desperate. While theshutdown had not been complete, General Motors production had been cut to 1,500 cars a week at a time when Fordwas turning out 28,825 and Chrysler 25,350. The economicnoose was tightening, and GM was determined to break it.It tried to whip up even greater strength for the back-to-workmovement, enlarged the number of guards protecting itsremaining plants, and applied to another judge—this timeone who didn’t hold General Motors stock—for a sweeping,strikebreaking injunction.

This pressure drove the union to countermeasures. As in every battle, there comes a moment when the generals incommand must gamble their last shock troops to sweep theboard with one bold stroke or lose all. It was such a timenow for Robert Travis, the Flint strike leader, and theReuther brothers, who were his most prominent assistants.They knew that the morale of the men inside the struckplants was weakening. The month-long siege, the lack ofoutside support, the fading prospect of victory, all werebeginning to take their toll. A decisive stroke was needed toenhearten the men and break the back of GM’s ability toresist.

In this crisis, Roy Reuther came up with the strategy that the moment demanded. There was in Flint one vitalplant that had not been involved in the sit-down. It wasChevrolet Plant No. 4, containing the vital motor assemblydivision. Among its workers was a hard core of unionists,and Roy Reuther proposed that these men, acting in concertwith strikers on the outside, should seize the plant. Since ahead-on attack would be met by all the GM plant guardsand available police, Roy proposed an ingenious strategy.

He and the other strike leaders knew that GM, through its $1,000,000 plant-espionage expenditure, still had activespies within the union. Roy Reuther proposed to make useof them to deceive the opposition and clear the way for theseizure of Plant 4. Travis and the other strike leaders endorsed his strategy and let it be known that the next greatobjective was to be the seizure of Plant 9, which made onlyball bearings. GM and Flint police got the news, as intended,and concentrated forces on protecting Plant 9.

On the afternoon of February 1, the UAW launched its two-pronged action. Inside Plant 9, not one of the strongestunion plants, a hard core of workers set up the cry, “Strike!Strike!” Management, alerted by its informers, was preparedfor them. Plant guards, Flint detectives, and burly thugsimported especially for the occasion mobbed the strikers,who put up a valiant, desperate battle. Tear gas was hurledby company guards and police. Outside the plant, a women’sbrigade composed of wives and daughters, specially formedby the UAW and dispatched to the scene, took long polesand smashed plant windows so that their men could get air.A sound truck with a microphone, protected by severalhundred strikers, was stationed on the street to lend realityto the scene. For half an hour the battle raged inside andoutside Plant 9; then, suddenly, the speaker on the soundtruck called on all good unionists to stop fighting and gohome. On the instant, the battlers inside and outside theplant obeyed; the disturbance at Plant 9 stopped as if someone had turned off a faucet. For word had arrived that thediversion at Plant 9 had accomplished its purpose; Plant 4had been captured.

While GM guards and Flint police had been concentrating all their attention on Plant 9, a group of burly “commandos” had been rushed from union headquarters to Plant 4. Aided by a timed uprising inside the plant, they hadswept aside astounded company guards, and undeterred bythe presence of police, had seized the plant and barricaded itsdoors and windows. It was without doubt one of the mostbrilliantly conceived and executed maneuvers of the laborwars of the 1930’s and with its success Chevrolet, GM’smost popular car and greatest moneymaker, was shut down.

The reaction was one of exultation on the part of the union, of outrage and uncontrolled fury on the part ofmanagement and all representatives of the established order.While triumphant strikers gathered on the roofs of theircaptured plants and shouted the verses of “Solidarity Forever” back and forth at each other, the conservative elementsof society almost went berserk. Even Governor Murphy, whohad tried to steer a temperate course, became so frustratedand irate that he threatened to have the National Guard drivestrikers out of Plant 4 by force if necessary. Food shipmentsto the men inside both Chevy 4 and Fisher 2 were stopped.The next day, the court issued a new injunction, orderingthe strikers to clear out of the seized plants by 3 P.M.,February 3, on pain of imprisonment for contempt and thelevying of a $15,000,000 fine.

In this pass, Walter Reuther and other UAW leaders turned to John L. Lewis. They urged the redoubtable CIOchieftain to come to Michigan and assume personal command at the strike scene, and Lewis, realizing that the UAW would virtually cease to exist if it failed now, heeded theirappeal.

Inside the struck plants, the workers, unable to confer with their leadership, faced with the looming deadline onwhich their very lives might depend, sat down to considerwhat they should do. They decided, quite calmly, to stay—and, if need be, to die. In a telegram to Governor Murphy,the workers in Fisher 1 put their case in simple but determined terms. They said, in part:

“Unarmed as we are, the introduction of the militia, sheriffs or police with murderous weapons will mean a bloodbath of unarmed workers. . . . We have decided to stay inthe plant. We have no illusions about the sacrifices which thisdecision will entail. We fully expect that if a violent effortis made to oust us many of us will be killed, and we take thismeans of making it known to our wives, to our children, tothe people of the state of Michigan and the country that ifthis result follows from the attempt to eject us, you are theone who must be held responsible for our deaths.”

Murphy received this chilling ultimatum as the day of final decision dawned. In the exclusive Town Club in theDurant Hotel, plant executives, Flint Alliance leaders, andFlint police drank and sang with raucous, mocking accentsthe strikers’ own songs. In the plants, the workers fashionedclubs and blackjacks, using assembly-line methods, and hungthese weapons at their waists and waited. Outside, on theroads leading into Flint, a veritable army moved.

It was an army of workers, marching to join their brothers in the struck plants, marching for the showdown.They came with their women, their wives and daughters.

They came waving placards; they came carrying clubs, sticks, crowbars, stove pokers, clothes trees from which the baseshad been knocked off. By battered car, by truck, on foot,they poured into Flint. Walter Reuther led a disciplinedphalanx 500 strong from the West Side locals of Detroit.Lansing, Pontiac, and Toledo sent their contingents. Akron’s rubber workers, shock troops of the CIO, turned out instrength. As the 3 o’clock deadline for the evacuation of theplants neared, a long cordon of almost 5,000 workers, twoabreast, carrying the American flag and brandishing theirhomemade weapons, circled the lawn that fronted the approach to Fisher 1, singing “Solidarity Forever’’ as theirforebears had sung “Yankee Doodle.” And still more volunteers poured in to join the army. Soon all the streets wereblocked, and the strikers, from their sound trucks, took overthe direction of traffic. Not a policeman was in sight.

The deadline passed. Governor Murphy, a humane man, had no taste for the kind of mass bloodshed that alonecould serve management’s ends, and so he refrained fromissuing the order that would have sent the national guardsmen against the strikers. Instead, in Detroit, he finally prevailed upon Knudsen to meet with Lewis. When the threemet, Governor Murphy, suddenly veering, insisted that Lewisorder the men to quit the seized plants. Lewis’ reply wasdoughty and blunt: “I do not doubt your ability to call outyour soldiers and shoot the members of our union out ofthose plants,” said he, “but let me say when you issue thatorder I shall leave this conference and I shall enter one ofthose plants with my people.”

Murphy had to retreat. He wired Sheriff Wolcott to take no action against the strikers. Boysen and the GeneralMotors’ attorneys raged at the Governor and the Sheriff, but the union legions massed around the plants went wild withjoy. The sit-down strikers’ band in Fisher 1 played hillbillyairs, men and women square danced on the hard-frozenlawns, wives passed children through the windows to theirhusbands, and above all the voices of the faithful rose in theroared anthem, “Solidarity Forever,” one of whose stanzasseemed especially apt. It goes:

“In our hands is placed a power greater than their hoarded gold,

“Greater than the might of atoms and magnified a thousandfold;

“We can bring to birth a new world from the ashes of the old “For the union makes us strong”

Days of delicate negotiations still lay ahead, but on February 11, 1937, the end came. General Motors signed acontract giving the UAW exclusive bargaining rights in itsplants. The auto firm agreed that no workers would bepunished for strike activity, all would be rehired; it agreedto drop the injunction and contempt proceedings against theFlint sit-downers; it permitted workers to wear their unionbuttons and to discuss the union with fellow workers atlunch and rest periods, basic American freedoms that hadpreviously been denied; and it granted a five-cents-an-hourwage increase. It was a tremendous victory, one that literallymade the UAW and the CIO going and powerful concerns.Workers rushed to join the victorious union, and in a fewweeks UAW membership doubled from 100,000 to 200,000.

In the first flush of triumph, sit-downs broke out everywhere. The height of the wave came in March 1937, when 192,642 workers squatted at their jobs. The bulk of these,some 60,000 of them, were in Chrysler plants. This second ofthe Big Three auto giants held out for four weeks, but thenit, too, was forced to yield and recognize the union. Studebaker and Cadillac also signed up, and there was left in theentire auto industry just one titan who still defied the UAW—the great Ford Motor Company.

Walter Reuther, who had worked long years for Ford, knew firsthand the brutality and the strength of the Forddictatorship. No gentler words serve to describe it. For HenryFord, in his iron determination that no union should everget a foothold inside the gates of a Ford plant, had taken aonetime Navy pugilist, Harry Bennett, and made him, underFord himself, the virtual czar of the Ford empire. He hadrisen with Ford’s blessing from the post of head watchman atthe Rouge plant to the command of the Ford Service Department, the army of some 3,000 pugs, thugs, and gangsterswhom Ford used to terrorize his workers and keep them insubjection.

Keith Sward, a sober and careful writer, subsequently composed this description of what conditions were like inFord plants under Bennett:

“For years after Bennett came to power, it was the proud, undisguised aim of the Service Department to blotout every manifestation of personality or manliness inside aFord plant. . . . Bennett’s mercenaries finally masteredevery tactic from the swagger of the Prussian drill sergeantto outright sadism and physical assault. On the night shiftthey would jolt an incoming worker out of his wits and takethe starch out of his system by flashing a light in his faceand shouting at him, ‘Where did you get that badge?’ or‘Who’s your boss?’ Another intimidating practice that cameinto being under Bennett’s rule was the act of ‘shaking ’emup in the aisles.’ In this case a workman summoned to theemployment office for any reason at all, even one that wastotally unrelated to his work, would be shoved and pushedalong the aisle by a pair of officious Servicemen, like a felonin the custody of police.”

Among the Servicemen were such as “Legs” Laman, rumrunner, kidnapper, and squealer who after six years inprison was paroled in the custody of Ford; Chester LaMare,a powerful Detroit gang leader who was rewarded for hisallegiance with the fruit and vegetable concession at RiverRouge, worth $100,000 a year; Sam Cuva, who had beenjailed for the indiscretion of shooting his mother-in-law;Angelo Caruso, leader of the Detroit Down River gang; andsuch professional wrestlers as Sarkisian and Ted Greis. Thesewere the kind of musclemen whom Walter Reuther decidedto challenge in the spring of 1937 in the attempt to organizeFord. Henry Ford had announced that he would neverrecognize the UAW or any other union, and he meant it.Forewarned by the fate that had befallen General Motorsand Chrysler, he strengthened Bennett’s goon squad andstepped up the campaign by espionage and terrorism in theplants. Some workers secretly joined the UAW, but theyrisked their jobs in doing so. The first faint whiff of suspicioncoming to the nostrils of one of Bennett’s hirelings wassufficient to bounce them into the street among the stillplentiful millions of unemployed.

The kind of acts that merited discharge are indicative of the challenge the UAW faced in its attempt to organizeFord. One worker had concealed some union applicationcards in his cap. When he took his cap off to wipe perspirationfrom his forehead, the cards fluttered out, were spotted byone of Bennett’s spies—and the man was fired. Another, wholiked to play baseball, happened one day to play on a unionball team, though he was not a member of the union. Twoof Bennett’s stooges spotted him, and he was fired. Stillanother worker saw a newspaper article quoting Henry Fordas saying he guessed he couldn’t do much about unions nowsince the U.S. Supreme Court had upheld the Wagner LaborRelations Act. The worker suggested to his foreman thatperhaps he should read the article—and was promptly fired.But probably no story of capricious firing at Ford matchesthe experience of a worker named John Gallo. One day,while working on the assembly line, Gallo happened tosmile. A Bennett stool pigeon caught him in the act—andGallo was fired.

Walter Reuther decided that it was hopeless, with Bennett’s spies lurking on every assembly line, to try toorganize Ford secretly. The Supreme Court had upheld thelegality of the Wagner Act; unions had a right to organize,guaranteed to them by the highest court in the land; and thething to do was to move openly against Ford, wrapped inthis mantle of legal protection. The first move would be thedistribution of union handbills at the gates of Ford’s RiverRouge plant at shift-changing time on the afternoon of May26, 1937.

There was to be no secrecy about the endeavor. Dearborn had passed a law banning the distribution of such literature without a permit. Reuther applied for and obtained a permit. Some 60 loyal unionists, two-thirds of themwomen, agreed to attempt the risky feat of testing HenryFord’s respect for the law. Reuther himself was to lead thedelegation, backed up by Richard Frankensteen, a UAW vice-president, and Robert Ranter and Jack Kennedy, auto workers.

It was a cloudy afternoon when Walter Reuther, Frankensteen, Ranter, and Kennedy, carrying their handbills, left a streetcar and mounted the long flights of iron steps leading toan overpass outside the River Rouge plant. As they reached theoverpass, they encountered a delegation of newspaper reporters and photographers from all of the Detroit papers, the Associated Press, the New York Times, Time magazine, andother publications. The photographers asked Reuther and hisaides to pause a moment for pictures. They did. Then theyturned toward the plant gates.

In that moment, a prize selection of Harry Bennett’s toughest toughs appeared. A photographer caught this scene:Walter Reuther; neatly dressed as usual, watch chain gleaming across his vest, advanced toward the plant gates, handbillsunder his arm, a smile upon his face. Advancing upon himand his aides came the grimly glowering swarm of Bennett’sthugs. The contrast between smiles and menace foretold whatwas about to happen.

Walter Reuther later described the events of the next few minutes in sworn testimony before the National Labor Relations Board, and his version was corroborated by the independent testimony of six newsmen who were present.

“After the pictures were taken, we were approached by men from all sides. One called out that we were on privateproperty and to get the hell out of there. Frankensteen and Istarted to walk towards the north stairway to get off the bridgein obedience to the command. I had hardly taken three stepswhen I was slugged on the back of the head. I tried to shieldmy face by crossing my arms. They pounded me all over thehead and body. . . . I was knocked to the ground and beaten.The leader said, ‘That’s enough, fellows.’ I thought I was released. But they picked me up and threw me down bodily onthe concrete floor of the platform. Then they kicked me againand again. They tried to tear my legs apart.

“Seven times they raised me off the concrete and threw me down on it. They pinned my arms and shot short jabs tomy face. I was punched and dragged by my feet to the stairway. I grabbed the railing and they wrenched me loose. I wasthrown down the first flight of iron steps. Then they kickedme down the other two flights of stairs until I found myself onthe ground, where I was beaten and kicked. . . . At about thistime girls and women who came from Detroit with circularstried to get off the streetcars, and so the men seemed to loseinterest in me.”

Frankensteen was similarly mauled. A news photograph showed his coat and vest being whipped up over his head,imprisoning his arms while his body was beaten by his attackers. Ralph Dunham, a UAW member, was caught and brutallybeaten several blocks from the overpass. He was so badly injured that he was confined to a hospital for ten days, duringwhich time he suffered from constant internal bleeding. Another auto worker, Richard Merriweather’s back was broken,and when he testified before the National Labor RelationsBoard, he was still in a cast. Tony Marinovich, another unionman who arrived on the streetcar with the handbill-carryingwomen, was beaten so brutally that physicians predicted hewould never walk again.

While Walter Reuther and Frankensteen lay in bruised and battered heaps at the foot of the stairs down which theyhad been thrown and kicked, Bennett’s men turned on thegroup of women descending from the streetcar. The menbeat them, knocked them down, trampled them, kickedthem in the stomach. Bennett’s men then turned upon thenewspaper men, mauled them, and grabbed and smashedcameras, destroying their films. During all the time thatthese brutalities, which became known as “The Battle ofOverpass,” were being committed in the name of Ford andanti-unionism, a delegation of Dearborn police stood idly by.

“The Battle of the Overpass” created a momentary shock wave from coast to coast. It showed in graphic, undeniable fashion the kind of rule that the men in the autoplants had had to buck, the ruthlessness that had made bothunionism and sit-downs necessary. Ford, of course, could notbe expected to recognize such fundamental truths, and whenTime printed a devastating account of the affair, the FordCompany penalized the magazine by withdrawing its advertising for nearly a year and a half.

While these repercussions were developing, while Walter Reuther was recovering from his lumps and bruises and his more seriously injured union helpers lay in agony in thehospitals, John L. Lewis sent them all a chins-up wire.“Keep your poise,” it read. “It is merely an instance.” Thewords must have seemed totally inadequate to men withinternal injuries or a broken back, but in the larger senseLewis was a prophet. “The Battle of the Overpass” was,indeed, “merely an instance”—an instance that marked thebeginning of the downfall of Ford’s anti-unionism.

For some three months later, Walter Reuther was back in front of the gates of the River Rouge plant, distributinghandbills. This time he came escorted. A thousand muscularunionists stood around, just to make certain that the onesided ‘‘Battle of the Overpass” was not repeated, and Bennett’s men, noting their number and their muscles, stayed within the confines of the plant.

[image: The attack on Frankensteen during the Battle of the Overpass]




The attack on Frankensteen during the Battle of the Overpass



Walter Reuther had become by now the most hated man in Detroit, perhaps in all the country, among the conservative employer-manager-business classes. He was therecognized architect of the sit-down, the mastermind of theKelsey-Hayes strike, the man who had furnished much ofthe brains and muscle that had beaten General Motors.Now he was a threat to Ford, and because he was, somebodyevidently decided that he would have to go.


On the night of April 9, 1938, a group of friends and relatives were celebrating Sophie Reuther’s birthday in theLa Salle Boulevard apartment. In the midst of the jollification came a knock at the door. Walter, who has had afondness for Chinese food ever since his world tour, hadordered chop suey sent over from a neighborhood restaurant,and he assumed that the knock heralded the arrival of thechop-suey bearers. He was wrong.

The door crashed open, and two men entered, one flourishing a blackjack, the other a gun. The man with thegun pointed it at Walter. “Come on. We want you.”

Many men, staring into the muzzle of death and hoping to prolong the event, might have gone quietly. But notWalter. He leaped back into a corner, grabbed a floor lamp,and prepared to lay about him. Sophie grabbed and threw apickle jar. In an instant, all was bedlam. One of the guests,Al King, edged toward the kitchen, threw up a window, andleaped two floors to the ground, narrowly missing a concreteincinerator. Miraculously landing in one piece, he set offdown the street, yelling for the police at the top of his lungs.Back in the living room of the apartment, Walter hadswatted at the blackjack-carrier with the floor lamp, thenhad closed and grappled with him in a wrestler’s clutch.Walter’s athletic years and the fact that he had never lethimself get out of condition now came in handy. He wrenchedthe blackjack out of the thug’s hand and flipped it to hisbrother Roy, who, he figured, might have an opportunity toput it to good use on the skull of the gunman. This one,now sought a simple solution.

“Let’s just plug him here,” he growled to his comrade.

“If you do, you’ll never get out alive,” Roy told him, brandishing the blackjack.

King’s shouts by now were raising a hubbub on the street, and a crowd was gathering below. Preferring to savetheir own skins, the intruders abandoned their bungledmission and fled. A few days later, Walter got a mysterioustelephone call from an informer, who assured Walter hecould give him the names of the two party-crashing thugsfor a price—$5,000. All Walter had to do to get the nameswas to meet the informer in a bar with the money.

Recognizing that the whole thing might be a trap to accomplish what had been bungled the first time, Walterdecided, nevertheless, that it was worth the gamble. It wasquite a decision for him to make in more ways than one, forWalter doesn’t drink or smoke. “It was probably the firsttime,” a friend says, “that Walter had ever been in a dive.”He did not go alone. At the appointed hour, the bar wasfairly crawling with strong-muscled UAW members, sippingtheir beers and keeping their eyes on Walter. The informant,not suspecting, showed up and was quickly surrounded.

He turned out to have surprisingly solid information. The two men he named were a pair of Harry Bennett’s“Servicemen.” They were identified, arrested, and, in essence, admitted all. But when they were brought to trial,they gave a new twist to the story. They insisted that Walterhimself had hired them to jump him. His purpose? Publicity.This preposterous story won the pair a jury acquittal.

Some years later, in 1941, after Ford had bowed to the UAW and signed a contract, one of the men telephoned aUAW official with a novel proposition. He thought it wouldbe nice, he said, if he and the UAW official could arrange tohave Walter and Bennett meet at dinner. The suggestion sooutraged the UAW aide that he let forth with a volley ofunprintable language. The caller, who evidently consideredhimself a businessman who had been hired to do a job—andit did not matter, of course, that the job was a little thinglike murder—was quite offended. “You guys didn’t take thatpersonally, did you?” he asked.

The odd part of it is that Walter didn’t. He has a strangely objective attitude regarding himself. He recognizedthat, in the kind of no-holds-barred fight he was waging, heinevitably made enemies, extremely powerful enemies; andhe realized that, when the stakes are so high, when so muchpower and prestige is at stake, a lot of men will do almostanything to win. It was to him a simple fact of life, and so,after the Chop-Suey Incident, as it became known to theReuthers, he applied for a gun permit and began carrying arevolver everywhere he went. He had a hunch that his lifewas still in danger; and, as events were to show a few yearslater, he was right.


Chapter 8

Man of Controversy

Success made Walter Reuther one of the most controversial men in America, a distinction he still retains. Within a few years, he vaulted from obscurity into headlineprominence as one of the most powerful labor leaders inthe nation. He was in the van of the swirling actions thatshocked and alarmed many people. His name became inseparably linked with the sit-down strike, with the wildturbulence of the General Motors showdown, and the “Battleof the Overpass” at Ford; and many Americans felt analmost instinctive distrust of such a stormy petrel. Thatattitude, to some degree, still persists.

Big business, of course, did its utmost to foster this distrust. The multimillionaire motor barons of Detroit, menwhose will had been law for decades, could not brook theidea that now they must share their power with a union,and they could not abide the person who had been theprincipal creator of this state of affairs. Their venom knewno bounds. Beginning early and continuing for more thana quarter of a century, they conducted a persistent propaganda campaign to paint Reuther as a Communist, a bloodyBolshevik, at the very least a dangerous, red-tainted radical.George Romney, of American Motors, later Republican Governor of Michigan, once called Reuther “the most dangerousman in Detroit, because no one is more skilful at bringingabout revolution without seeming to disturb the existingorder of society.” Other business spokesmen have intimatedthat Reuther wants to run for President; they picture him asa man whose ruthless ambition knows no bounds; they drawfrightening images of him as a labor czar in the White Houseand suggest that, in this event, he would become the firstAmerican dictator. Most of these fantasies are too wild forcredence, but there is no question that they have servedtheir purpose—to instil doubts about Reuther in the mindsof a large percentage of the American electorate.

The birth of such doubts may be traced back to the wild winter of 1936-37 when the epidemic of sit-down strikesand the outburst of widespread violence frightened manyAmericans with the specter of revolution. The businessclasses and conservatives of every stripe were naturallystartled, outraged, and apprehensive. They were not alone.The great American middle class, traditionally the backboneof our society, reacted perhaps less violently, but still withdeep disturbance and distrust. Having a strong sense of thesacredness of private property and the free enterprise system, and viewing the spectacle of sit-down strikers usurpingthe plants of their employers and using them as a battleground, many middle-of-the-road Americans, just as did thewealthy and conservative classes, looked on Walter Reuther’s“industrial revolution” as close to a real revolution—a violent, bloody, dangerous upheaval of the masses.

The furore in Congress that the sit-downs touched off mirrored these deep concerns. Republicans, Southern Democrats, and even some of the more moderate legislatorsviewed with horror and alarm, and these viewings wereprominently displayed in a predominantly conservative press.Senator Hiram Johnson (Rep., California) warned that thesit-downs would lead to dictatorship; Senator J. Ham Lewis(Dem., Illinois) thundered that the rights of private property were endangered; Senator William King (Dem., Utah)denounced the sit-downs as a CIO technique for bolshevizingthe nation; Senators Arthur Vandenberg (Rep., Michigan)and Millard Tydings (Dem., Maryland) assailed both thesit-downs and the Wagner Act, which had made labor powerful. There were demands for investigations, for laws toprohibit sit-downs, for action to change the Wagner Act andto impose curbs on labor.

Liberal senators, some of whom had sincere doubts themselves about the legality of the sit-downs, were in theminority and had difficulty making themselves heard in thisoverwhelming chorus. Nevertheless, they put up a spiriteddefense. The most forceful and most eloquent speech indefense of the sitdowns was made by Senator Robert Wagner(Dem., New York), the author of the Wagner Act. Hedeclared the strikes had been provoked “by longstandingruthless tactics of a few great corporations who have hamstrung the National Labor Relations Board . . . who haveopenly banded together to defy this law of Congress . . . andwho have systematically used spies and discharges and violence and terrorism to shatter the workers’ liberties as defined by Congress. . . . The organized and calculated andcold-blooded sit-down against Federal law has come, asalways not from the common people, but from a few greatvested interests.”

In the end the Senate passed by a vote of 75 to 3 a resolution that said in effect “a plague on both your houses.”On the one hand, it denounced the sit-downs as “illegal andcontrary to public policy”; on the other, it declared thatindustrial espionage, the denial by employers of the right ofcollective bargaining, and the fostering of company unionswere also contrary to sound public policy. The view that thesit-downs had been an illegal device was later upheld by theU.S. Supreme Court.

By the time the Supreme Court acted, however, the issue had become academic, for labor itself had virtuallyabandoned the device. The wave of sit-downs, which hadreached a peak in March 1937, quickly tapered off after theSupreme Court upheld the Wagner Act. In the face of thisruling, most employers agreed to bargain collectively withunions, and both the need for sit-downs and their employment by labor as a strike weapon swiftly passed.

Only a few months time was needed to change the entire outlook of the nation and to expose the earlier wildfears for the false alarm that they had been. There was norevolution. There was no continuing struggle and bloodshed.The entire economy was not “bolshevized,” but on the contrary management and labor discovered that it was quitepossible to sit down and negotiate fair contracts. Workingconditions and the wages of labor steadily improved, andthis development, far from ruining business, created ahealthier climate of public opinion in which business itselfcould prosper. The result, it might seem, should have donemuch to dispel the idea that Walter Reuther was a dangerous, wild-swinging radical intent on the complete subversion of the American system, but it did not. For oncea man has been branded an extremist, has been in the forefrontof action, which sometimes resulted in his being the victimof violence, the public frequently remain either scared orhostile.

In Reuther’s case, too, lending color to the charges, there was the fact of Socialist connections. Walter had taken to thestump for Norman Thomas in 1932 and for a brief time as ayouth and as a young man was a Socialist.

However, very early in his UAW career, he found himself in basic disagreement with much of the program, policies andtactics of the Socialist Party. He withdrew from Socialist activities and devoted all his efforts and energies to the UAWand the labor movement generally. As early as 1936, he supported President Roosevelt for re-election and Frank Murphy,the Democratic candidate, who was elected Governor of Michigan that year. He supported Murphy again for re-election in1938, but the Governor was defeated by his Republican opponent.

He has supported the Democratic candidates for the presidency and for the governorship of Michigan in each election since those early years.

Reuther personally has never formally identified himself as an organizational Democrat, preferring to maintain an independent status. Neither he, personally, nor the UAW, assuch, actually endorse candidates for election. This is done bythe Committee on Political Education (COPE), the AFL-CIO’spolitical organization, with which UAW local unions are affiliated at the County and State levels and the UAW itself at theNational level. (Before the merger of the AFL and CIO, theCIO’s Political Action Committee functioned in the sameway.)

Reuther and the UAW have always supported candidates endorsed by COPE and its predecessor organization. COPEdoes not automatically endorse Democratic candidates (nordid the PAC before it) contrary to widely held beliefs in someareas. It has withheld endorsement from many Democraticcandidates and in some instances has endorsed Republicanswhen it felt the record or the program of the latter meritedlabor’s support.

For all practical purposes, however, Reuther is considered a Democrat.

That Reuther has for nearly 30 years supported Democratic candidates naturally has not appeased his critics. To them, he remains the same old “radical” Socialist, as dangerous as ever, perhaps even more so now that he is “disguised”as a Democrat. To arch-conservatives, unable or unwilling todistinguish between Socialism and Communism or to recognize that such Socialists as Norman Thomas are Communism’sbitterest enemies, Reuther remains a “bloody Bolshevik”and the great menace of our times. The record, like thewhole personality of Reuther himself, gives the lie to suchcanards.

Louis Budenz, prominent Communist Party leader, told after his break with Communism how the party madea determined effort in 1935-37 to woo Reuther and otherSocialists believed to be sympathetic to Russia into accepting party membership. Reuther, according to Budenzand others spurned the offer. This evidence that Reutherwas never a Communist does not mollify his critics. Theyretort that he worked for years hand-in-glove with Communists in the labor movement. This is true to the extentthat the interests of some of the Communist and pro-Communist labor leaders sometimes coincided with his.When this happened, the two joined forces; but the recordof the turbulent 1940’s that witnessed Reuther’s steadyclimb to power shows clearly that such alliances were alwaysaccidental and temporary. Reuther, on major issues, constantly collided with the Communist Party line and wasvilified repeatedly by Communist Party organs.

The picture becomes clear only if one traces the complex, unceasing war that raged within the UAW. The internal battle for power burst into flame almost in the first flush of victory. Hardly had the UAW won its titanic struggle withGeneral Motors and begun to enroll the auto workers by thetens of thousands when its own structure began to creak andgroan from the stress of its own birth pains. The battlefocused on and raged about President Homer Martin.

The onetime preacher had been a valuable front man for the union in the days of its hard, early struggles. Thenthe problem had been to arouse the workers and whip themup to the point where they would dare to take the risky stepof joining a union, where they would dare to tackle management. Martin’s rich, pulpit-style oratory had been ideallysuited to the needs of the moment, to the leadership of aholy crusade; but once that crusade resulted in victory, theproblem became an administrative one—how to handle andorganize the fruits of victory—and, at that point, HomerMartin was lost. He quickly demonstrated that he was abumbling administrator; and, unfortunately, like manybumblers, he had an exaggerated opinion of his own abilities.It was a fatal combination, especially in circumstances thatrequired a deft and skilful touch.

The UAW’s great victory over General Motors was not an imperishable and indestructible monument like the pyramids. It was a triumph that needed careful tending, lestsuddenly it melt away. Problems thronged in its wake. Thevictorious unionists acted for a time as if they owned theworld; they carried, as one union writer has put it, “not achip but a log upon their shoulders.” General Motors, on theother hand, showed a tendency to forget that the Battle ofFlint had ever happened, much less that it had been lost,and for quite a spell, it persisted in trying by every device tonibble away at the union’s power. Both sides were wrong,and the collisions between them were frequent. And theworkers, finding that the corporation often still refused togive a hearing to what they considered just grievances,resorted to a series of brief work stoppages, “wildcat” strikes.

Martin, trying to live up to his conception of the role of responsible labor leader, denounced such demonstrationsand, in one letter, practically joined the ranks of management by conceding that GM had the right to fire suchdemonstrators. It goes almost without saying that a unionleader who does not stand up for his men loses his following.There was great discontent in the union over Martin’s stand,and Walter Reuther, recognizing this, adopted a positionthat was much more in tune with the mood of the workerswhen he wrote: “It looks very much as though GeneralMotors does not want an agreement with the UAW. Nowlet’s see what it would mean if the union decided to call offnegotiations. The workers would then be free to demand alot of conditions and wages that are due them, and theycould sit down every time these were denied. . . . Therewould be a lot of strikes if there were no agreement.”

The dispute between Martin and his once faithful followers came to a head at the UAW convention in Milwaukee in August 1937. In addition to the dispute over Martin’sstand on wildcat strikes, the union president had draftedproposed changes in the UAW constitution that would havegiven him greatly increased, if not dictatorial, powers. Thislast move, coupled with the underlying discontent, touchedoff one of those name-calling, free-for-all convention floorbattles for which the UAW was to become famous.

Martin, finding himself stoutly opposed, lashed out viciously. He fired several organizers, Roy and Victor Reuther among them, and tarred his critics with the charge that‘‘an outside organization” (he meant, of course, the Communist Party) was trying to seize control of the union.Unfortunately for Martin, his own inner circle of advisersincluded a number of Communists who had been oustedfrom the party in a factional fight, and so it was quite adelicate question which combination in the present strugglewas more “outside” than the other.

There is no doubt that the anti-Martin coalition, in which the Reuthers were central figures, received powerfuland important help from Communists within the union. Innumerical following, the strongest leader of the coalitionwas Wyndham Mortimer, and the well organized Communistcore within the union supported and strengthened the coalition. Nevertheless, Martin could not go red-baiting withentirely clean hands himself, and his tactics rubbed many ofthe delegates on a particularly tender and sensitive spot.

“Communist” was not the dirty word it later became. Communists were looked upon as domestic radicals, not toomuch different from other radicals, and it was to be severalyears before it was generally recognized that they were thestooges of Moscow, puppets to be jerked on the Russianstring. Furthermore, in the early days of the labor movement,many of the best organizers were Communists, for thesimple reason that up to that time only the Communists hadbeen idealistic enough or fanatical enough to pay any greatattention to union agitation and organization. All UAW menknew this, and they knew, too, that a favorite tactic of employers was to brand all labor leaders “Reds” and to implythat the striking rank and file were either of the same deepdye or weak-minded, addled dupes. Understandably, unionmen did not take kindly to such all-inclusive labeling, nordid they look with favor upon men who indulged in it.

The result was that, in a convention that several times verged on fisticuffs, John L. Lewis himself had to exercisehis authority in the role of peacemaker. A compromise wasarranged, and Martin emerged from the fracas still in control of the union, with a majority of the executive board inhis hip pocket, but with stature and prestige among therank and file much diminished. Martin now embarked uponan insane and suicidal course. Drunk with power, he developed a mania for firing his closest aides. In June 1938, helopped off five high official heads, including those of Addes,Mortimer, and Frankensteen. When a rank-and-file delegation tried to protest some of his arbitrary acts, Martin confronted its members with a revolver. Other rank and filerswere even less fortunate. They found that they couldn’t evenget to see their president.

All the time, it seems, it should have been perfectly possible for Martin, by a more rational course of action, tohave formed an alliance with the strongest supporter hecould have had. For Walter Reuther, too, was having histroubles. The strongly organized Communist bloc in theunion was after his scalp. In November 1937, the Communists tried to split his strong West Side local into severalsmaller ones. Failing in this, they used all their influence inthe Michigan CIO convention in April 1938, to defeatVictor Reuther for a high union post. It should have beenquite obvious to Martin that the Reuthers stood alone andneeded allies, even as he needed allies. But Martin could notsee this. He persisted in antagonizing the only man of powerin the UAW who might have helped him.

Arrogantly, he supplanted Walter Reuther in the handling of the attempt to organize Ford. He plainly implied that Walter had bungled the job and that the only way tosee it was done right was for him, Martin, to take chargehimself. Martin’s conception of the way to deal with Ford,however, was fantastic. He developed the notion that HenryFord was a kindly old man who didn’t really know what washappening in his plants. All that was needed was to sitdown with him, talk with him, open his eyes—and all wouldbe well. Ford promptly threw cold water on his idealisticconception of himself by refusing to have anything to dowith Martin. Even so, Martin wasn’t discouraged. There waskindly Harry Bennett, the boss of the 3,000 “gentlemen” inFord’s Service Department; he was only too happy to discuss a deal with Homer Martin. The exact nature of the dealthat Bennett and Martin discussed has always remained amatter of great controversy, but the odor of such secretdealings was rank in the nostrils of union men. In January1939, the stench became even worse when R. J. Thomas, oneof Martin’s principal lieutenants, broke with him. Thomascharged he had been present at conferences at which Martinand a Ford official had discussed devious ways of taking theUAW out of the CIO.

Credence was lent to the charge by the fact that the parent CIO, alarmed by Martin’s erratic behavior, had already found it necessary to strip him of some of his powersand place the union in a temporary receivership. This affront was not easily swallowed by Martin, and in March1939, he confirmed the suspicions of his critics by leadinghis personal followers out of the UAW and setting up asplinter union, which he promptly affiliated with the A. F. ofL. There his group, lacking any real support among theautomobile workers of Detroit, quickly became a nuisanceoutfit of value to no one except the employers.

The departure of Martin from the UAW left the Communists as the best organized force in the union. While they did not by any means represent the bulk of the workers,they were in highly placed, strategic positions, an ideal spotto take over. Walter Reuther, at the head of his 32,000-manWest Side local, and R. J. Thomas, leading some middle-of-the-road unionists, represented their most formidable opposition. But it was highly questionable whether Reutherand Thomas could prevail; and the parent CIO, alarmed atthe possibility of a Communistic takeover of one of itsstrongest unions, sent Philip Murray and Sidney Hillman tothe UAW’s Cleveland convention. There Murray and Hillman faced down the Communist plotters and secured theselection of Thomas as a “compromise” candidate.”

All of this internal bickering was as appetizing as a seven-course dinner for the motor magnates. With the UAWseemingly torn apart by internal feuds, they developed thenot unreasonable idea that the union was no longer a menace;and in the spring of 1939, General Motors announced itwas suspending all collective bargaining. In a clever tacticalmove to muddy the waters, General Motors also applied tothe National Labor Relations Board for an election to seewhether the UAW or Homer Martin’s new paper A. F. of L.union really represented its workers. It was obvious that anew showdown with GM was inevitable, and in this crisis itwas Walter Reuther who came forward with the strategythat led to victory.

Walter, from his long experience in auto plants, appreciated the key role played by tool and die makers. They were the vital men, the indispensable men, during thissummer of 1939 when, he knew, GM would be retooling forits new 1940 models. A strike by the tool and die makers atthis sensitive time would halt all work on the new modelsand put GM at a serious disadvantage with its competitors.At the same time, the far more numerous workers on theproduction lines would not be affected. They could go onworking and drawing pay, or, if GM laid them off, theywould become immediately eligible for unemployment insurance.

The wiliness of the plan is obvious. On July 6, 1939, Reuther pulled 800 key tool and die workers off the job in12 struck GM plants. General Motors kept the productionlines going for two weeks, then laid off the workers who, asReuther had foreseen, at once began drawing unemploymentcompensation. The strike, tough and violent, raged on. Therewere physical clashes at GM plants in Detroit and Clevelandas the corporation strove to break out of the bind in whichReuther had placed it. All its efforts were futile. Without thetool and die makers, all retooling for the new models wasstopped, and General Motors was helpless in a competitivemarket. Finally, in August, the corporation surrendered andsigned an agreement giving the UAW exclusive bargainingrights in all its 42 plants, the first such corporation-wideagreement it had ever signed. This second great triumphover General Motors spurred other conquests. A strike atChrysler was won, and the UAW, freed of the burden ofHomer Martin, turned once more to unionizing Ford.

Despite the “Battle of the Overpass” and the Chop Suey Incident, despite Walter Reuther’s success in distributingunion leaflets at the gates of River Rouge, Harry Bennett’sstrong-arm men had kept Ford an open-shop citadel thatdefied the attacks of labor. But the twentieth century, slowlyand belatedly, was inexorably catching up with even HenryFord.

A key force in the process was a series of court decisions upholding the rights of labor. Bennett’s gangsterlike tacticsmight cow the workers inside the Ford plants for a time, butthese tactics began to lose their effect when the NationalLabor Relations Board ruled that between 1936 and 1941Ford had discharged 2,566 workers illegally for union membership—and that these men must be reinstated in their jobsand paid back pay amounting to $2,000,000! Ford foughtevery ruling, carrying its legal actions all the way to theU.S. Supreme Court, but Ford lost. Its repeated defeatsbegan to speak more loudly to the workers than even theBennett terror.

By 1941 the CIO and the UAW had determined to score a breakthrough at Ford. Together, they gathered alarge strike fund. Every union in Detroit helped in contacting and propagandizing Ford workers. Membership in theFord plants soared. As it did, the seething tensions on theassembly line, so long repressed, mounted to a feverish,explosive pitch. Men who had been treated like animals foryears hungered to get even. Ford, sensing the growing trouble,seemed for a time about to compromise, but the appearancewas deceptive. Compromise was foreign to Harry Bennett.On April 1, 1941, he arrogantly announced that Ford wouldrefuse to meet with any union committees, and he firedeight workers from the grievance committee of Local 600.That did it. The men in the Ford plants quit their jobs andannounced they wouldn’t go back until the discharged committeemen had been rehired. In the rolling mill plant, where6,000 workers quit as one man, tempers flared when 110Dearborn police came charging to the aid of Ford. Butthousands of other workers began to march on the rollingmill to help their fellows, and the Dearborn police hastilywithdrew.

The strike, so spontaneously called, caught the UAW leadership unaware. Union officials had been building toward a strike, but they had not contemplated action yet. Byacting when they did, the rank and file had taken thedecision out of their officers’ hands. At first union officialscouldn’t believe it; at first, all Detroit couldn’t believe it.The word spread like a sheet of flame, incredible but true—Ford was shut down! Meeting hastily, the union leadershiptook the only action it could. At 12:15 A.M. on April 2, itordered the strike against Ford.

In the plants the striking workers greeted the news with shouts of joy; they formed a parade and marched to theunion hall a mile away. There an all-night session mappedstrike plans. The meeting was chaired by Emil Mazey, aunion leader at Briggs and one of Walter Reuther’s strongestsupporters; and Reuther, Addes, Thomas, virtually everyUAW leader of prominence, spoke to the excited men. Mazeyafterwards recalled that night as “among the most excitingin our whole experience in the labor movement. It was likeseeing men who had been half dead suddenly come to life.And did they come to life! It was hard to keep things going,hard to organize, so eager were they just to mill around andtalk and let some steam go. That night you really understoodwhat the union could mean to men.”

With the dawn came the crucial test. Inside Ford, Harry Bennett and his men were ready. Outside, the unionists laidtheir plans. The Ford plant was like an island surrounded bya sea of converging roads. The strikers established barricades of automobiles at some distance from the plant, blocking off every incoming road at a key intersection. Not knowing this, Bennett’s men prepared to smash the picket linesto let strikebreakers through as the hour of 6 A.M. approached. But the hour came and passed, and no strikebreakers appeared. The roadblocks had worked.

Enraged and frustrated, Bennett launched an assault on the UAW-CIO picket line an hour later. A barrage ofiron bolts and nuts was hurled from the roof of the factoryas a column of several hundred, mostly Negroes, armed withsteel bars and knives, charged the pickets. In the melee, 36unionists were injured so badly they had to be hospitalized,and the picket lines were temporarily broken. Thousandsmore workers rushed to the embattled front, reestablishedtheir cordon about the plant, and at 9 A.M., when Bennett’stoughs rushed again, they were beaten back with baseballbats, fists, and clubs. Through it all, the Dearborn policestood idly by, as they had at the “Battle of the Overpass,”and only the strength of the union battalions, marshalled inoverwhelming numbers, kept Bennett’s army in check.

The strike raged on, fierce and bitter. Ford pulled Homer Martin out of its conspiratorial hat, and the onetimepresident of the UAW completed the act of suicide byurging Detroit’s Negroes to “march back in a body” to breakthe strike called by the union he once had headed. No oneloves a turncoat, and with this act Martin completed his ownruin. Nobody was listening to him any more, and even theA. F. of L. repudiated him as a strikebreaker.

It was obvious now that Ford could not break the strike. It would have to settle. Gov. Murray D. Van Wagoner ofMichigan proposed terms that were not all the UAW wanted,but that were still acceptable. The union agreed to takethem, and so, on April 10, did Ford. In a subsequent NLRBelection, the UAW polled 50,000 of the 80,000 votes cast.

Harry Bennett, in a reaction typical of the man and the kind of management mentality he represented, commentedsourly: “It’s a great victory for the Communist Party, Governor Van Wagoner, and the National Labor RelationsBoard.” Communism, of course, had had nothing to do withthe strike or the victory.

Fortunately, Bennett, with defeat, became no longer the sole voice of power at Ford. Henry Ford himself decided thatthe time had come to end the long reign of his muscleman,and so he sat down with Philip Murray and negotiated acontract that amazed the UAW by its liberal terms. It wasone of the most startling about-faces in American laborhistory; but Ford, having been beaten, having decided thathe was going to have to live with the union, evidently determined that he was going to make the living as pleasant aspossible.

The contract he signed granted wage increases up to 30 cents an hour, making Ford rates once again the highestin the industry; it abolished Bennett’s goon squad; it accepted the union shop, dues checkoff, grievance machinery,the principle of seniority in hiring; it agreed to the reinstatement of workers previously fired for union affiliations; itgranted time-and-a-half for overtime, double time for Sundays, two hours pay for workers called to the plant but thennot given work. It was the best contract in the automobilefield, and within a year it put an additional $52,000,000 intothe pockets of Ford employees. The war that Walter Reutherhad launched in the “Battle of the Overpass” had beenresoundingly won.





Chapter 9

Dynamo of the UAW


Friends and foes, close union aides, and management’s masters of executive row never cease to be amazed byWalter Reuther. The amazement began early, grew as hispower grew in the Ford and General Motors strikes, andtoday endures as a state of shocked incredulity. It is nowonder, for Reuther resembles a human dynamo.

The energy of the man is so boundless that lesser men sometimes become exhausted in the mere contemplation ofit. Working 12 to 18 hours a day is routine for Walter. Hegets drunk on ideas the way some men do on wine, andwherever he goes, he is always cramming statistical reportsinto a bulging briefcase so that no moment in car or planemay be lost. His mind wades voraciously through jungles offacts and figures, but he never seems to get lost. He alwaysseems to know where he’s going and how to get there.

Emil Mazey, one of the younger and more brilliant UAW leaders who was drawn into Walter’s orbit during theperiod of the General Motors and Ford crises, never forgothis first meeting with Reuther. Mazey was conducting ameeting at which Walter was to speak. Mazey was about toperform the introduction when Walter drew him aside andexplained just how he wanted this delicate matter handled.It was obvious to Mazey that here was a man who overlooked no detail, that here was a man who was going placesfast.

The anecdotes about Walter’s incredible energy are legion. On one occasion, in the late 1930’s, some relativespersuaded Walter to take a day off to go with them to a cabinon Spider Lake in Northern Michigan. They had hardlyarrived, as one of them later recalled, when “Walter spottedsome little trees nearby. He thought they didn’t look rightthere, so while everybody else headed for the lake, hemarched into the brush with a hatchet.”

Another time a neighbor happened to look out her window and see a strange man on the Reuther lawn, attacking weeds with a ferocity no weeds had ever encounteredbefore. “May’s got a wonderful new handy man,” she toldher husband excitedly. “Look at him go! I’m going to gethis name.” It was, of course, Walter.

This all-consuming passion to attack whatever engages his attention at the moment with the fury of the RoughRiders charging up San Juan Hill is one of Walter’s mostconspicuous traits. Aides at Solidarity House in Detroit stillchuckle about the time they persuaded Walter to take areal vacation. He had, of course, never had one, and hisassistants pointed out to him that, as a man who was foreveradvocating more leisure time for everybody, he should findout for himself what it was like. Protesting that he would bebored, Walter was finally persuaded and packed off to a Northern Michigan lake. A few days later he sent back anote:“I caught five fish on Monday, seven fish on Tuesday,and six fish today,” it read, “and I’m going to catch all the fish in the lake before the end of the week.” A friendchuckles at the memory. “Everyone’s the big one for Walter,”he says. “Everything’s for keeps. He even goes after troutwith all 20 guns roaring.”

There is just no slowdown in Walter; he’s always going full steam ahead. His wife says that if she finds him sittingshe suspects he’s sick—and, usually, she’s right. Typically,Walter crams two days’ work into one and thinks nothing oftopping it all off with a five-to-seven-mile hike. Hike is theword for it, too; Walter never strolls. He swings along, bareheaded, his solid pouter-pigeon chest stuck out, his arms andlegs pumping at a pace that would soon leave a Marinegasping. Back home after such a bracing finisher to his day,he steps under a cold shower to tone up all the capillaries,and finally tumbles into bed.

Even sleeping, however, Walter often refuses to stay quiet. His mind, like a clock, keeps running even in hisdreams, and often it’ll ring the bell with an idea. When thisoccurs, Walter is always ready. He keeps pad and pencilhandy so that if an idea jolts him awake, he can jot it downbefore it escapes.

Such is the man. All of this furious energy, this ceaseless mental quest and drive, has given him an almost encyclopedicknowledge. Mention milk to him and he will cite figures, ingallons, on the comparative yield of Guernsey, Holstein,and Jersey cows. Admire the bird feeder in his backyard,and a lecture follows on the migratory habits of Michiganbirds. “Ask Walter the time,” said the late Spencer McCulloch of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, “and he tells you howto make a watch.”

Yet, with it all, his vision remains steady; his ideals and his goals are not greatly changed from those he adopted as aboy in those Sunday afternoon debates in his father’s homein Wheeling. His major concern is people, their needs, theirproblems, what can be done to better the lot of the greatestnumber. He believes in what he describes as a “mixedeconomy”—an American version of the British Labour Partyprogram, part socialization of key industries, part privateenterprise; he believes in an “economy of abundance,” whichis almost certain to conflict quite sharply with the businesscommunity’s undying faith in an economy of profit; and,above all, he has an absolute conviction of labor’s right to a“bigger slice of a bigger pie” and an equally stout convictionthat labor must use all its brains and ingenuity in helpingto bring about this larger and better world of abundance forall.

Reuther’s conviction that labor has a contribution to make in the realm of ideas and planning clashes with themost cherished belief of American business that only businessmen can understand the intricacies of business. Suchmatters as industrial capacity, production schedules, productcosts, and sales prices—these, in the eyes of business, havealways been the exclusive preserves of business and mustremain so. What could labor leaders be expected to contribute to such intricate problems? The only excuse laborleaders have for existing—and an unfortunate excuse at thatin the eyes of many businessmen—is to see that their workersget a few more cents an hour or a shorter work week. Sogoes most business thinking about the role of a laborleader.

It is the kind of thinking that reckons without Walter Reuther. Before him, most labor chieftains thought as management thought—that they should confine themselves tostrictly labor problems. But not Reuther. He felt, and rightly, it would seem, that knowledge and ideas are not theexclusive preserve of any business or management class; hefelt that his knowledge was as broad, his brain as swift asany executive’s (swifter, perhaps, than most), and so hedid not hesitate to defy management’s most rigid taboo andinject his own ideas into the rarified atmosphere of executiverow.

His first effort in this direction catapulted him into headline prominence from coast to coast. On December 23,1940, he advanced the sensational suggestion that the idleand excess capacity of the Detroit assembly lines could beused to produce 500 planes a day. The suggestion was madeat one of the blackest hours of World War II, and it caughtthe imagination of the American people. Hitler’s armieshad overrun nearly all of Europe, and his air force wasbombing Great Britain into a pulp. No one knew how longthe overmatched British Royal Air Force could endure, howlong the gritty British people could take the nightly pounding from the skies. Britain desperately needed war planes.

Reuther proposed a way to supply them. He pointed out that it would take months, years even, to build the newairplane plants the government had scheduled. This wastime the free world could ill afford to waste. Yet the automotive assembly lines in Detroit were operating at only 50percent of capacity, turning out 4,000,000 cars a year whenthey could produce 8,000,000. Reuther pointed out thatthere was not a great deal of difference between making acar motor and an airplane motor; the same basic types ofmachinery were used, the same kinds of labor, the sameassembly-line techniques. Similarly, the body shops, assemblylines that could produce car chassis, could be converted tomaking plane wings and fuselages. Reuther urged that thevarious motor companies forget competition in the urgencyof the hour, pool their resources, and unite with labor toturn excess plant capacity into the war production that wasso badly needed.

At first Reuther’s plan was widely hailed. President Roosevelt called it the kind of ingenuity the hour called for,and editorialists from coast to coast debated its soundness.It was a big breakthrough for Walter Reuther personally;for the first time, he appeared on the national scene not asthe evil genius behind some obstructive sit-down strike, butas a labor statesman with brains and ideas and far rangingvision. Perhaps this was just the trouble. William Knudsen,who had been president of General Motors in the days ofthe Flint riots, had been called to Washington by Rooseveltas director of the Office of Production Management, and itsoon became clear that Knudsen was not going to have anypart of a Reuther Plan. He popped it quickly into his nearestpigeonhole, action that led Secretary of the Treasury HenryMorgenthau to remark acidly: “There is only one thingwrong with the [Reuther] program, it comes from the‘wrong source.’ ” And Charles E. Wilson, who had succeededKnudsen as president of GM indicated business’ peeve whenhe told Reuther: “If you are interested in production, I’llgive you a job with us.’’

Clearly, the automotive industry wanted no part of three main ingredients of the Reuther Plan. It wanted nopart of Reuther himself in his role of labor leader; itabhorred the idea that companies should pool resourceswith competitors; and it detested the suggestion that laborhad ideas and should be consulted in cooperative planning.Reuther charged that the only reason his plan was not putinto effect was that the companies wanted profits as usualand objected to having their plants drafted the way menwere being drafted. In the end, after Pearl Harbor, a modified version of the Reuther Plan was put into effect, andDetroit became one of the mightiest elements in the “arsenalof democracy.” But it did so very much on management’sterms. Reuther and labor were kept well away from theconference board.

In the final analysis, most experts agree that Reuther’s “500 planes a day,” the figure that caught the popularimagination, was a decided exaggeration of Detroit’s capabilities. But the basic features of his plan were sound, andthe plan itself served at a highly critical moment to dramatize America’s tremendous, almost incredible, industrial resources.

War, when it came, posed new problems for Walter Reuther and for all labor leadership. How should a unionact? Should it suspend all wage demands? Should it give upits only weapon, the strike? Or should it adhere, as much ofbusiness seemed to be doing, to a “business-as-usual” attitude?These issues tore at the very fabric of the union during thewar years. The UAW, in the end, adopted a two-prongedtactic. In large advertisements, it needled Knudsen and theOffice of Production Management for their failure to consider the Reuther Plan and for allowing corporations tocontinue on a “business-as-usual” basis. At the same time,Reuther and other UAW leaders took a farsighted andhighly patriotic view of labor’s role. They decided on twomajor steps: strikes would be banned for the duration, andpremium pay for work on Saturdays, Sundays, and holidayswould be suspended.

This lofty stand provoked a bitter dispute in the ranks of labor. The leadership, which was united behind the proposals, split sharply with its own rank and file. This splitbecame clear in an emergency conference called in April1942. John McGill, speaking for the Flint Buick local, putthe feelings of the workers bluntly when he said: “We arenot convinced that giving up double time is necessary towinning the war. Labor is making sacrifices everywhere. Wegave up the right to strike. Our brothers and sons are dyingin the trenches. Can anyone show any sign that the menwho sign checks have made any sacrifices?”

After bitter debate, and most unwillingly, the rank and file went along with its leadership, but throughout the unionthere was a sharp undercurrent of discontent. This washeightened as time went on, for the A. F. of L. had notthought it necessary to forego premium pay, and so it wasonly natural in some plant elections to choose union representation that the workers should vote to join an A. F. of L.union instead of the UAW.

The dissatisfaction mounted after the War Labor Board in July, 1942 put a tight ceiling on wages without imposingany similarly tight ceiling on profits. The wage rule limitedincreases to 15 per cent of the salary scales of January 1,1941, regardless of how high the cost of living soared—and,under war pressures, it was rising steadily. War industries,on the other hand, were guaranteed a healthy margin ofprofit on every item they produced under the “cost-plus”formula. This meant simply that industry could tack its ownhealthy margin of profit on whatever an item cost, and thegovernment would pay. It was a system that lent itself torank abuses, for it quickly became obvious that, under it,the higher the costs might be, the higher the profit based ona percentage of cost certainly would be.

Now, in this situation, ironically enough, the selfish interests of management and the Communist Party mergedin a most curious love affair. The Communists in the earlydays of the war, when Russia was not involved, had brokentheir backs trying to keep America neutral; but as soon asRussia was attacked by Hitler, they executed a flip-flop thatwould have stunned an acrobat. Overnight, they began tobeat the drums for an ever mightier war effort, and early in1943 they decided, great lovers of labor that they had alwaysposed as being, that the time had come to sacrifice theinterests of American labor to the interests of Stalin. In thecause of greater production to aid Russia, they advanced aprogram of “piecework” and “incentive pay.”

The proposal, which would have benefited both Communist political aims and management profits, all at the cost of the workers, can be understood only by an illustration. Astandard time is set for performing a certain factory job.Suppose the standard calls for a worker to turn out twopieces of machinery in an eight-hour shift. For this he ispaid $8. Suppose under a piecework system, by driving himself to his physical limit, he turns out four pieces of work.Normally you might think that he would be paid $16, butunder the incentive pay plan, he was to get only $12; half ofthe extra $8 he had earned by faster work was to go tomanagement. The War Production Board, under the direction of big business magnates, worked a further refinement.The Board proposed that incentive pay should be installed,not on an individual, but on a plant-wide basis. If an entireplant’s output was increased, the percentage of pay savingswould be distributed among the workers, even companypresidents. The viciousness of such proposals is apparent.Not only would worker be set against worker in speedupcompetitions on the assembly lines, but the workers wouldget only a portion of the extra money to which they wererightfully entitled. Management would keep the rest and,under the WPB plan, presidents and executive office personnel, who almost certainly weren’t going to be breakingtheir backs in any speedup, would have ridden the workers’shoulders to collect their percentage.

One would have to search hard to find a more vivid example of the truism that the far right and the far left, intheir selfish preoccupations, so often become blood brothers.The Communist Party, abandoning its beloved workers,backed this vicious incentive-pay scheme for its own deviouspolitical ends; management loved it for its own greaterprofit. The cooperation between the two seems almost fantastic in retrospect, but it happened. Earl Browder, theCommunist leader of the moment, declared: “It is patrioticto demand increased earnings based on increased production.” He also made the incredible statement that “incentivepay” would “force better profits on unwilling employers.”

Walter Reuther, who knew that there was no such animal as an unwilling employer where a greater profit wasconcerned, angrily refused to have any part of the piecework-incentive pay scheme for which the Communists and management were soon beating such patriotic drums. He denounced it as a conscienceless exploitation of the worker, asa device that ultimately would wreck all labor unions, andsoon the fur was flying in as furious a cat-and-dog fight as theUAW ever witnessed.

Browder let go with a scorching blast, attacking Reuther in a speech that was reprinted in a half-page advertisementin the Detroit News. He accused Reuther of attempted“wrecking” of the war effort and “of the most unprincipleddemagogy and lying propaganda.” Reuther, Browder charged,had “blocked the serious consideration” of incentive pay, had“forced the government to hesitate in bringing it forward,”and had “created an ominous wave of strike sentiment....” Production, he said, had been increasing steadily anyway, and he added: “If the workers had not been blocked byReuther from establishing incentive pay rates, all of thisincrease in production would have meant increased wagesfor them. ...”

The rank-and-file auto workers were not deceived. Reuther had damaged his own popularity with them by his nostrike and no-premium-pay stands in the first days of the war, but now he suddenly became the hero of workers whohad suffered from brutal speedups on the assembly lines andwho realized just what was at stake in the deceptive “incentive pay” propaganda. This sentiment was strengthenedby moves in Washington, inspired by big business and backedby the Communist Party. War Manpower CommissionerPaul V. McNutt issued an order attempting to impose awage freeze, and a bill, backed by big business and themilitary, which would actually have subjected labor to arigid draft law, received the backing of Roosevelt and wasintroduced in Congress. These repressive measures addedsteam to the rank-and-file revolt, with the result that thewhole “incentive pay’’ issue boiled up into one gloriousfree-for-all at the UAW convention held in Buffalo onOctober 4, 1943.

The Communist Party’s drive to get the convention to back the piecework-incentive pay system was mastermindedby two veteran unionists on the UAW executive board,George Addes and Richard Frankensteen. From the momentthe convention session opened, it was evident that theywere the targets of a large and vocal segment of the rankand file. Strong Reuther delegations came from Linden andTrenton, N.J., Buffalo, and New York City, and they madeup a ditty that swept the convention like a popular song.


Who are the boys who take their orders

Straight from the office of Joe Sta-leen?

No one else but the gruesome twosome,

George F. Addes and Frankensteen.



Who are the boys who fight for piecework,

To make the worker a machine?

No one else but the gruesome twosome,

George F. Addes and Frankensteen.



When it comes to double-talking,

Who is worse than Willie Green?

No one else but the gruesome twosome,

George F. Addes and Frankensteen.




There were other verses, some unprintable, and they were roared all over Buffalo at all hours of the day and night.Regardless of the time, lines of delegates would form andsnake dance through the corridors of hotels, blasting outwith leather lungs “The Ballad of the Gruesome Twosome.”All of this was window dressing for the battle thatbroke out on the convention floor the instant the pieceworkissue was raised. “We fought nine years to eliminate piecework and haven’t been able to do it yet,” cried RichardGrosser, a UAW leader in Toledo. “You put it up now and,by God, our children’s children won’t eliminate it.” Therafters rang with applause.

Another delegate, conceding that incentive pay might mean a small wage increase at the start, charged:Our ownbitter experience with it taught us that as we increase our earnings . . . management starts chopping down the standards to get our pay down again.” Speech followed speech,and the bitterness of the workers became so evident thatAddes, in presenting the piecework proposal, tried to cloakit in the robes of “democracy.” He pointed out that somelocal unions had voted to try the piecework plan, and heargued that it would not be “democratic” to adopt a ruleprohibiting outright their freedom to do so.

Here Walter Reuther sprang into the fray, ridiculing Addes’ stand. “It is fine to talk about democracy,” he saidsarcastically. “Supposing a local union wanted to sign a wageagreement working 12 hours a day without overtime. Wouldyou say that was interfering with local autonomy if it werestopped?”

The debate raged on for two days. R. J. Thomas, the union president, leaped astride the fence in a confusingspeech that could be interpreted either way. In the end, thedelegates adopted Reuther’s resolution, opposing pieceworkand incentive pay in the UAW, and then they turned theirattention to an effort to lift the scalps of Addes and Frankensteen. Addes managed to skin back into office as UAWsecretary-treasurer by 70 votes out of 7,422 cast; but Reutherdefeated Frankensteen by 346 votes in the race for first vice-president. Frankensteen had to settle for the second vicepresidency.

Reuther came out of the Buffalo convention a big winner, but his popularity was not yet the solid faith it laterbecame. The no-strike pledge, reaffirmed at Buffalo with hissupport, continued to plague both him and the UAW. As thewar continued, as prices and management profits mountedand wages remained frozen, the discontent among the massof working unionists finally crystallized into an organizationknown as the “Rank and File Caucus.” The Caucus wantedto junk the pledge, and in the UAW’s last wartime convention in Grand Rapids, Mich., in September 1944, it fought afierce floor battle that threw the UAW leadership into confusion. Unconditional retention of the no-strike pledge waschampioned by Nat Ganley, the Communist Party whip inthe UAW, and Norman Mathews, a conservative leader.Reuther tried to adopt a middle course, favoring retentionof the pledge only in those plants engaged in war production.The Caucus, of course, was for outright abolition.

In the showdown, Reuther’s middle ground pleased nobody, and his proposal was roundly defeated. The Ganley-Mathews resolution failed to win a majority, and the Rankand File Caucus’ ban polled 37 per cent of the vote. This leftthe UAW with no policy, much to the horror of its officers.

They finally called for a simple vote to keep the pledge until the entire union membership could ballot in a referendum. Reuther supported this plan and fought off the effortsof the Stalinists to avoid the referendum test. The conventionfinally voted with Reuther on the issue, but his stand costhim.

Though in the referendum two months later the rank and file of the union voted overwhelmingly to keep the nostrike policy, Reuther at Grand Rapids was loved by no oneexcept his own dedicated followers. The Communists, ofcourse, hated him; the Rank and File Caucus opposed him;and the conservative-minded shunned him. This combination of dislike and opposition cost him his first vicepresidency, as Frankensteen recaptured his former post by avote of 5,444 to 4,528. Reuther had to settle for Frankensteen’s vacated spot as second vice-president, and the convention as a whole probably marked the low point of hisprestige and influence.

It was prestige and influence that he was not to regain until the war ended, striking off the shackles of restraintand leaving him free to operate again as an energetic andfarseeing labor leader.
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Chapter 10


Chapter 10

The Labor Statesman


The end of World War II found labor spoiling for a chance to claim its proper share of the pie. Workers, ofcourse, had made good money during the war. They hadput in many hours of overtime which, even without premium pay, fattened the pay envelope. In many cases, bothhusbands and wives had found jobs on wartime assemblylines; and since civilian commodities were not being produced, many families came out of the war with savings largerthan they had ever had. What then was labor’s complaint?

It was simply this: wartime restrictions had held down its hourly pay scale, and with the coming of peace came thecertainty that overtime would be cut back, that there wouldbe an end to much of the husband-and-wife double job holding. When the switchover to civilian production began, laborfound that jobs were downgraded to establish lower wagescales; bonuses were no longer given. Yet the cost of livingremained astronomically high and showed signs of goinghigher. Though the rise in the labor wage scale had beenfrozen at 15 per cent of the January 1941, level, governmentstatistics showed in June 1945, that food prices had risen 51per cent. The overall cost-of-living, it was estimated, hadjumped 45 per cent, and it was obvious that workers, withcosts rising and pay frozen at a lower level, were soon goingto be worse off than before.

Labor felt that it had been cheated. Two close and balanced observers of the UAW and Walter Reuther,Irving Howe and B. J. Widick, have written that “what wasreally at stake in the wartime discussions within the UAWwas the question of what role unions should play in a warfor which they were called upon to make sacrifices but fromthe control and direction of which they were rigorouslyexcluded. By the war’s end, the few posts that labor representatives had been given in Washington were either dissolved or rendered insignificant. It was clear that the war’seconomic program had been controlled by professional government experts and dollar-a-year industrialists.” The resultwas a deep feeling that labor “could no longer functioneffectively if it limited itself to mere dollars-and-hours issues.”

Walter Reuther saw this challenge more clearly than any other leader in the ranks of labor. As always, he haddigested corporate reports and government statistics on thestate of the economy. From these, he built a clear pictureand raised his sights far above the immediate dollars-and-hours issues that concerned other labor leaders. Dollars andhours, Reuther saw, must be related to the health of theentire economy. His thinking was reflected in an economicbrief he filed on June 30, 1945, with federal agencies inWashington. Hardly anybody paid much attention to it atthe time. Most business and government officials dismissed itas just another Reuther “brainstorm.” In this, they made agreat mistake, for Reuther’s central idea was both simpleand sound.

Labor contends,” he wrote, “that the economic facts of life prove that wages can be increased without increasingprices. Increased production must be supported by increasedconsumption, and increased consumption will be possibleonly through increased wages. The basic question is: wherewill American labor’s improved wage status come from?”Reuther had a ready answer. Industry, he wrote, could“pay higher wages out of the high profits it is making. Itwill not have to charge higher prices.”

Hardly had Japan surrendered on August 14, 1945, before Reuther translated this general philosophy into aprogram for action. On August 18, he submitted a preliminary brief to General Motors asking for a 30 per cent wageincrease without any increase in the price of cars!

If Walter Reuther had maligned motherhood, he could not have produced a greater surge of outrage in the breastof GM. Business had been incensed at his meddling in itsprivate preserves when he proposed his 500-planes-a-dayformula, but that anger was a pale ghost beside the purplefury that swept the GM executive row when he presumedto suggest what price it should fix for its cars. It did notmatter to GM that the welfare of the entire nation might bebound up in the issue, as it clearly was; all that mattered wasthat this bumptious, troublemaking redhead was sticking hisnose into matters that were management’s private concern.

Yet it should have been obvious even to GM that there was hard common sense behind Reuther’s stand. Reuthersaw, as virtually all other labor and industrial leaders at thetime refused to see, that labor would not benefit from a 30per cent wage increase if the price on the products it produced was also going to leap 30 per cent. If each wageincrease was to be followed by a price increase, the cost-of-living index would jump; more wage increases would beasked and, if granted, would lead to more price increases inan unending, vicious circle. This was the clear road toruinous inflation. What Reuther sought was to tie the wageincrease of the worker to improvements in production, towhat GM could afford to pay and still make a generousprofit. He said frankly that the union would accept less thana 30 per cent increase in pay if GM could prove it couldn’tafford it, but if it was going to prove him wrong, it wasgoing to have to open all its books.

This was the crowning affront. When negotiations between the company and the union opened in late October 1945, management negotiators were so infuriated that theirprejudice and the narrowness of their viewpoint leaps fromthe lines of the transcript. Take this exchange betweenHarry Coen, GM assistant director of personnel, and Reuther:



COEN: There is nothing sincere in your approach.

. . . It is just another chance for you to get up on a soapbox before more people . . .

REUTHER: Harry, if it was . . .

COEN: Keep quiet, will you? You are all wound up. Relax. I have been away hunting for a week. I am in goodshape. I can look at this thing in its true perspective. . . . Isthe UAW fighting the fight of the whole world?

REUTHER: We have been fighting to hold prices and increase purchasing power. We are making our little contribution in that respect.

COEN: Why don’t you get down to your size and get down to the type of job you are supposed to be doing as atrade-union leader, and talk about money you would like tohave for your people and let the labor statesmanship go tohell for awhile?

REUTHER: Translate it so I can know what you mean.

COEN: If you come to us and say, “We want X cents an hour,” we can talk to you about whether we can give youX cents, or half of X or a quarter of X, or something likethat. Instead of that you get off in your socialistic dreams,these Alice-in-Wonderland things of yours, and finally youget off to where you don’t even understand yourself. . . .



The corporation’s position at this point was coming through quite clearly, and Elwin Corbin, a UAW official,nailed it down hard in this exchange with Coen:



CORBIN: Do you mean if we came in here with a 30 per cent wage demand and offered to join with you in goingbefore the Office of Price Administration for a 30 per centincrease in the price of your cars, you would talk business?

COEN: We don’t ask you to join with us on the price of cars. It’s none of your damned business what OPA does aboutprices.

CORBIN: The hell it isn’t. I intend to buy a car.



This was the GM attitude. It was none of anybody’s “damned business” what it did about the price of cars; yetobviously it was, and had to be, everybody’s business, everybody’s concern. In a last effort to avoid a strike, Reutheroffered to submit the union’s case to arbitration, providedboth sides would agree to open all books and consider theprice problem. The corporation, charging that the unionwanted “GM [to] relinquish its rights to manage its business,” spurned the offer. The result: On November 21, 1945,some 200,000 workers in 96 GM plants laid down their tools.It was the first great strike of the postwar era, and it was tolast for 113 days.

In contrast to the violent battles on the Flint picket lines less than ten years before, the strike was peaceful.General Motors did not try to use strikebreakers or to keepits production lines running; picketing became a formality.But the war of words, the bitter debate over principle, ragedacross the nation, with GM picturing itself as the championof ‘‘free enterprise” against “union bosses” who sought to“tell us what we can make, when we can make it, where wecan make it, and how much we can charge. ...” Thiswas, of course, a gross exaggeration of Reuther’s position—just how much of an exaggeration he made clear in a stingingstatement.

“The grim fact is,” he said, “that if free enterprise in America is to survive, it has got to work; it must demonstratemore than an ability to create earnings for investment; itmust master the technique for providing full employment ata high standard of living, rising year by year to keep pacewith the annual increase in technological efficiency. . . . Thefight of the General Motors workers is a fight to save trulyfree enterprise from death at the hands of its self-appointedchampions.”

The issues, it seems, were clearly drawn, but even so they were not properly understood in high places. PresidentHarry S. Truman, for one, revealed little comprehension ofthe size of the stakes. He told the GM strikers to “return towork immediately” and declared that the strike was a “majorobstacle holding up our reconversion program.” The workersnaturally resented his statement. The war was over; thetime for one-sided sacrifice, they felt, had passed; and sothey bluntly rejected the President’s demand.

Rebuffed, Truman veered on a new course. He appointed a fact-finding board; but when he ruled that “ability to pay” should be one of the issues the board must consider, GM flatly refused to appear before it. On January 10,1946, the board announced a decision that represented aclear-cut victory for the union. It held that GM could raisewages 18 1/2cents an hour without raising car prices. Thoughthe board’s figure was lower than the 30 per cent the unionhad asked, the UAW promptly announced it would acceptthe verdict. GM just as promptly rejected it.

The continuing deadlock now led to a general upheaval in the ranks of labor. By the end of January 1946, more than1,650,000 industrial workers were marching on picket lines.Steel, packinghouse, electrical, and other industries wereclosed down. In the face of the growing debacle, the Trumanadministration, which had failed to exert its influence toobtain a quick settlement of the GM strike and establish astable wage-price formula, now did a radical about-face. Itlet it be known that, if steel would settle, the administrationwould see that OPA would permit a rise in steel prices.Taking the hint, the CIO steel union settled for an 18 1/2-cents-an-hour pay hike—with nothing said about prices.

This development helped to cut the ground out from under Reuther, but an even more treacherous blow soon wasto be delivered. On February 12, 1946, the United ElectricalWorkers under the leadership of James Matles, known inlabor as a follower of the Communist Party line, suddenlyannounced it had signed a contract with GM for the 30,000workers under its jurisdiction. It had accepted the steelformula of 18 1/2 cents an hour, even though this was belowthe figure the Presidential fact-finding board had recommended for GM. The UAW, which had not even beeninformed its fellow union was talking secretly with GM,charged an outright double cross, and the sneak settlementby the electrical workers was widely seen as a deviousCommunist Party maneuver to ruin Reuther’s prestige bysaddling him with a lost strike.

The effect, certainly, was damaging, and as time went on it became increasingly apparent that Reuther was fighting a lone battle. No other labor leaders had the vision tosee what he saw—that pay increases would mean little ornothing to labor if they were all to be eaten up by higherprices. Most labor leaders fitted into the role managementallotted them, bargainers for higher wages, and they did notconcern themselves about what happened to the rest of theeconomy. Even Philip Murray, who had become presidentof the CIO, disliked Reuther’s wage and anti-inflation formula, and urged him to drop it. The heads of the Ford andChrysler divisions of the UAW backed Murray. This coolingof top-level union leadership to Reuther’s strategy angeredmany of the strikers walking the picket lines. “I wouldn’tmind losing to GM,” said one, “nearly so much as I mindbeing slapped in the face by the president of the CIO.”

In the end, Reuther and the UAW had to settle for the 18 1/2-cent formula that had been negotiated behind theirbacks. They had won a wage increase for labor, but theyhad lost the larger battle. For the Truman administration,after the steel settlement, had permitted a $5-a-ton increasein the price of steel; the steel hike increased the cost ofautos that were made of steel; and the postwar inflationspiral was off and running.

Not until the consequences had become obvious did the masterminds of the corporate and governmental worldsbegin to worry about the inflationary problem that had soconcerned Reuther. But by that time the opportunity toprevent the damage and create a balanced economy hadbeen lost. Walter Reuther had been too far ahead of thethinking of his day to win the immediate battle, but he hademerged from the first great postwar strike as the boldestand most imaginative labor leader in America. It was obviousto most thinking observers that greater things lay in hisfuture.






























































































































[image: ]













[image: ]












Chapter 11

Final Leap to Power

The UAW opened its 1946 convention in the Convention Hall at Atlantic City, N.J., on March 23, just ten daysafter the settlement of the General Motors strike. It wasone of those freewheeling, uproarious affairs for which theUAW had become noted; but this time it was even more sothan usual. For everyone knew that this was the showdown.This was the year Walter Reuther was going to make his bigbid to oust R. J. Thomas from the presidency.

Reuther’s campaign had begun in Detroit even while the GM strike was on, and the tactics of the Communists inundercutting his position by their secret settlement with GMhad added steam to it. Reuther and the Communists hadbeen at dagger’s point for years. As the Communist Partywas later to proclaim in a frank resolution: “Since 1939 ourmain line has been to weld a progressive coalition of communist and non-communist auto workers to isolate and defeat the Reuther policy and leadership. . . .” In pursuit ofthis goal, the Communists had developed their influence tothe point where they dominated the UAW executive board.High officers of the union owed their positions to Communistsupport—and they knew it. Reuther was determined to putan end to this, to purge the Communists and their stoogesand drive them from their positions of influence.

As the delegates poured into Atlantic City, the Reuther forces held caucus after caucus. These meetings were not justto count noses and map immediate strategy; they were alsosessions of political indoctrination. Reuther, tireless, bursting with ideas, lucid and persuasive as a speaker, was at hismagnetic best. He spoke to delegation after delegation,hammering home the point that the Communists werestooges of Moscow and that they would sell out labor anytime it suited their political line. He had impressive illustrations to prove his thesis—the Communist campaign for“piecework” and “incentive pay” in wartime, the Communistbacking of the proposed labor draft law, the Communistsellout in the recent GM strike.

This was the kind of talk that fueled and fired the troops, and soon the Atlantic City boardwalk became ascene of bedlam. Rival factions, fists cocked, met and clashedin scrimmages along the boardwalk and in the bars, whereinformal troupes of Walter’s boys could almost always befound doing a buck-and-wing and chanting, “Reuther, Reuther, rah, rah, rah!” On the floor of the convention, everytime a Communist delegate rose to speak, the Reutheriteswent “Quack! Quack! Quack!”

Between the chanting and the quacking, the Communists marshalled all their legions in a grim, last-ditch attempt to save R. J. Thomas. Thomas was not himself a Communist; he had risen to the union presidency as a compromise candidate between the Communist and non-Communist elements. But the Communists had been extremely happy withhim, and it was not hard to see why. Thomas was the kindof brawny, shortsighted labor leader who towered like ahero in a picket-line brawl but lost his effectiveness when hehad to choose among complex issues. It was widely recognized in the UAW that when Reuther talked about the wage-price relationship in the battle to keep inflation down andboost purchasing power, Thomas had only the foggiest ideawhy he was so excited. Getting more money for his men andcutting down the work week were the kind of simple objectives Thomas could understand. The intricacies of economics were just too much for him, and he seemed to haveno conception that he was being led around by the nose—that his closest associates in the UAW hierarchy, Addes,Frankensteen, and Richard Leonard, all had been playingthe game of the Communist forces and owed their positionsin great part to Communist backing.

Knowing Thomas for a blundering innocent in the ideological wilderness, the Reuther forces got out a pamphletin which they challenged the embattled UAW presidentto a public debate with their leader. Addes was in the chairwhen the proposal was made on the convention floor, and hequickly discovered a rule in the bylaws that said such adebate would have to be approved by a two-thirds vote of thedelegates. Addes then called for a standing vote, which he aschairman alone would interpret; and though it seemed tomany observers that more than two-thirds voted for thedebate, Addes ruled to the contrary, refused a roll call—andso temporarily saved Thomas.

This shunning of a direct face-to-face test was hardly calculated to win favor for Thomas in such a freewheelingunion; and the Thomas forces, increasingly desperate, began to pin their faith on Philip Murray. The CIO chieftain wasto deliver a major address to the convention, and it was wellknown that he did not particularly like Walter Reuther—that, indeed, he hadn’t understood the logic behind Reuther’swage-price policy much better than R. J. Thomas had.Murray, however, had a great reputation among union meneverywhere; his words would carry weight with many delegates; and so speculation grew as to whether he wouldendorse Thomas.

All through his speech, while the delegates hung on every word, Murray gave no indication where his sympathieslay. He came to the close, and in the very last lines, he distributed impartial thanks to all the officers of the union in acuriously partial way. He wanted, he said, to express hisgratitude to all—"to Secretary Addes, Vice-President Reuther, Vice-President Frankensteen, and to this great big guyfor whom I have a distinct fondness, the President of yourUnion, R. J. Thomas. . . .”

The Thomas cohorts lapped it up. Murray’s acknowledgment that his heart was moved for their “great big guy” should swing enough votes, they thought, to bury thecandidacy of the presumptuous Walter Reuther. In mostcircumstances, it probably would have; but the memory ofthe Communist sellout in the GM strike was fresh and raw,and Reuther had done his work well in making it crystalclear just what had happened, what forces had been responsible. He felt confident. Just before the vote, he went up toThomas and offered to shake hands. Thomas, in a huff,refused the goodwill gesture, and Walter, not at all put out by the rebuff, checked the “great big guy” off with one of those lightning-fast Reuther sallies. “Tommy,” he said, “if you’re not big enough to lose, you’re not big enough to win.”
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And so it proved. When the votes were counted, Walter won the presidency by 4,444 to 4,320. His deliriously happyfollowers hoisted him on their shoulders in a victory parade,and Walter himself was so moved and so happy he actuallybroke all his training rules and did an unprecedented thing.He sipped a beer and took a couple of puffs on a big cigar.The rejoicing, though justified, proved a bit premature. Forthe UAW next made a bewildering move. After electingReuther, the delegates turned right around and voted backinto office the very pro-Communist officers and executiveboard members Walter had been fighting. As a result Walterfound himself heading a crew, two-thirds of whom weresworn to dump him overboard at the first chance.

What followed was one of the zaniest years in all UAW history. Walter managed, by clever dealing, to squeeze twokey appointments through the executive board. He got hisprofessorial brother, Victor, appointed the union’s educational director, and he managed to install big, genial FrankWinn, who was much respected by all newspapermen, as theunion’s public relations director. But there Walter’s influence stopped. The executive board, in the complete grip ofhis enemies, decided he was entitled to his paycheck andnothing else. They refused even to tell him what they weredoing.

Communist propaganda was released to the press as official union policy statements, and the first Walter wouldknow of it was when he read the news in the papers. The executive board even went so far as to petition Congress to rename the Taft-Hartley Act, much hated by labor, “theTaft-Hartley-Reuther Act” on the grounds that Reuther wasmore anti-labor then either of the act’s actual authors.

The nonsense became wilder and wilder. Walter’s Communist opposition planted the rumor that he was going to run for vice president in 1948 on a Republican ticket headedby Senator Robert A. Taft, of Ohio; they spread the canardthat he was anti-Semitic and a follower of the rabble-rousingGerald L. K. Smith. At board meetings, he was literally,physically pushed around, and even Phil Murray, seeingthe light, confessed that the internal struggle in the UAWhad “sunk to the level of complete moral degeneracy.”

Walter, whose personality is almost irresistible if a man is subjected to it long enough, turned the full battery of hischarm on Murray, and they were soon “Phil” and “Walter”to each other. Having thus solidified relations at the top,Walter tore all around Detroit, talking as he says “to thousands of guys all over this town,” to make clear to the ranksthe danger and the evil of Communist influence in the union.In addition, he found time to finecomb the union’s bylaws,and so he made a momentous discovery. Checks, the bylawssaid, weren’t good unless signed by the president.

This meant that Addes, the anti-Reuther secretary-treasurer of the union, was not the sole financial power. Waving the bylaws, Reuther charged before the hostileexecutive board and demanded control of the books. Theboard told him what he could do with his bylaws. Refusingthe advice, Walter got on the telephone and notified thebanks that no draft on the UAW treasury was good until hehad given the cashier the check number over the phone.

This was a roadblock the executive board hadn’t counted on, and while they huddled with their lawyers, Walter scannedchecks and phoned the numbers of the ones he approved tothe banks.

Control of the purse strings usually means control, period. The board discovered from its lawyers that therewas no way to loosen Walter’s hold on the union’s financeswhile he was around, but the happy thought occurred tothem that, when he was absent, as he frequently was, therewould be plenty of opportunity to raid the till. So they had arubber stamp made up with a facsimile of Walter’s signatureon it. Walter was ready for that one. He called in theconspiring opposition and laid down the law. Unless he gotsome cooperation, he said, he was just going to stop signingthe pay checks for the members of the executive board.“Those fellows hated my guts,” Walter chuckles, “but theyloved their pay checks. They came through.”

Walter was now building for the final showdown at the 1947 convention; so were his Communist-led opponents.They devised a dandy gimmick. A little farm-equipmentworkers’ union wanted to join the UAW. The executiveboard decided its application was made to order; the boardwould get the UAW to admit the union, then it wouldgive the new outfit the entirely unwarranted number of 500delegates (all delightfully anti-Reuther, of course), andwith this extra 500 votes, it would bury Walter. In this, itreckoned, of course, without Walter, who has a strong aversion to being buried.

He raced all over Detroit, speaking at union meetings, exposing the fakery that was being engineered. He was sotireless and so persuasive that auto workers everywhere gotthe point, and when a referendum was held on admittingthe new union, the workers turned down the idea by a voteof better than two to one. That practically doomed Walter’sopposition. Not only had its ruse failed, but it had beenexposed and bowled over by the boomerang.

The UAW convention that convened on November 9, 1947, was, as a result, almost humdrum. The workers hadhad enough of the Communist element’s shenanigans, andthey were now solidly, overwhelmingly, in Walter’s camp.He swept back into office, and this time his victory was complete. His slate captured 18 of the 22 seats on the executiveboard.

Walter set out at once to clean house. Back in Detroit, he fired Communist sympathizers in brigade lots, cleared outdrones, opened a campaign to drive lottery operators out ofthe factories, and prepared for a militant stand in newnegotiating sessions that were soon to open. These wereactions that stepped on innumerable toes, and there can beno doubt that many who were hurt hated Walter.

He and May were then living at 20101 Appoline Street. After five years in little apartments with May’s parents,Walter, who had never drawn a big union salary, hadmanaged to save $1,265. It was enough for a down paymenton a $7,750 white brick-and-frame bungalow with maplefurniture, ruffled curtains, and a basement workshop. Therewas an upstairs bedroom for the Reuthers’ five-year-olddaughter and another spare bedroom downstairs for herinfant sister. The kitchen was in the rear of the house, andwhen Walter came home in the evening, usually late, hewould prowl around carefully so as not to wake the childrenwhile May made supper and he told about his day.

At 9:30 on the cool evening of April 20, 1948, Walter had just finished a dish of stew and was standing by therefrigerator, holding a bowl of preserved fruit. May askedhim a casual question. He turned to answer her. As he did,there was an ear-shattering roar in the back yard. It camefrom a 12-gauge shotgun, loaded with buckshot, both barrelsfired almost simultaneously.

The blast crashed through the storm sash and glass of the kitchen window. Caught in the hail of pellets, Walterpitched forward on the floor, his right arm nearly severed,crying in a mixture of surprise and agony; “They shot me,May!”





Chapter 12

In the Shadow of Murder


Walter Reuther had been all but killed. He lay on his back partly under the kitchen table, his right arm flopping helplessly, unable to move. May rushed to the telephone. Neighbors, who had heard the shotgun’s roar, hurriedin. One of them dashed away and returned with a neighborhood doctor who staunched the bleeding of Walter’s wounds,put his arm in an emergency splint, and gave him a shot ofmorphine to deaden the pain. Through it all, Walter wasconscious—and angry. “They had to shoot me in the back,”he muttered. “They couldn’t come out in the open andfight.”

An ambulance came, and Walter was rushed to New Grace Hospital. There Prosecutor James N. McNally questioned him to find out if he had any idea who the “they”might be. Walter told him: “In the early days I used toget all sorts of threats. I haven’t got a threatening letteror anything like that in a number of years. During thepast week I debated with Senator Taft on a nationalhookup and since then I got a flood of mail, about 98 percent favorable, and the other 2 per cent disagreed, butnothing that could be associated with this. In the early dayswe had a fight with industry and maybe there is some industry move behind this, but I am not prepared to say that. Isay that it is possible.

“Another possibility is the Communists might have done it. I don’t know that for sure. It is true I have foughtthem very hard and I think successfully in the last year, andthat didn’t make them happy at all.

“It may have been also some people I term outright reactionaries or Fascists who would disagree with me asmuch as the Communists, because six or eight years ago Iused to get crank letters, but I have had nothing like thatin the last several years. This thing tonight came withoutany realization of it at all.”

The subsequent police investigation showed clearly just how lucky Walter was to be alive. In the grass-covered backyard, police discovered three heel prints pressed so deeplyinto the sod that it was obvious the gunman had been standing for a long time in one place, waiting. Ordinarily, Walterparked his car on a side street, opened a gate in the whitepicket fence, and came up a concrete walk to the kitchendoor. Had he followed this normal route on the evening ofthe shooting, he would have walked almost into the muzzleof the waiting shotgun—and certain death. But on this night,for no particular reason that he could remember, he hadjust happened to stop his car in front of the house, enteringthrough the front door. This slight change in his routinehad compelled the lurking gunman to wait and to attemptto make the much more difficult shot through the closedkitchen window.

Even then, only the luckiest of chances had saved Walter, for the gunman’s aim had been professionally deadly. The murderous blast of his shotgun would have caught Walter across the full width of his back, riddling him, except thatin the last split second Walter turned to look at May andanswer her question. This turn saved his life. Four pelletsshattered his right arm, a fifth plowed through his chestfrom right to left; but the bulk of the shot passed him by,perforating the kitchen cupboard, a ventilator, and the plaster on the wall.

These details convinced police that a professional underworld thug had been responsible for the deed, but this was as far as they got. They took casts of the heel prints in the sod.Rewards totaling $117,800—the largest in a criminal casein America up to that time—were offered for informationleading to the arrest of the gunman. Hundreds of tips pouredin; hundreds of witnesses were questioned. The result wasa dead end, nothing.

Walter’s condition was grave for several days, but it soon became clear he wasn’t going to die, though it wasquestionable whether we would ever be able to use hisright arm again. His mother, Anna, rushed up from Wheeling, and she and May kept a constant vigil at his bedside. Thesight of her son, torn by buckshot, struggling for life, didsomething to Anna Reuther. She was a courageous, indomitable woman, and she had lived her life possessed by thestrong union faith of all the Reuthers. But this was toomuch. She remembers sitting by Walter’s bedside in the hospital one day and begging him to quit. “Go into some otherwork,” she told him. ‘‘Give this up. You could write books, or go back to your trade. You would make just as much money.”
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Walter looked startled. “I’d make more money,” he said weakly.

“Then do it,” Anna urged.

There was a pause. Then Walter shook his head. “No,” he murmured, “I’m all tied up in this thing, all involved. Imust do it.”

His voice faltered, and Anna caught a disconnected phrase, one that all the Reuther boys had inherited fromtheir father, “the brotherhood of man.” Then Walter driftedoff into unconsciousness.

May, sitting across the bed from Anna, looked at her and said, “Don’t you see he must do it? You must understand.”

Anna understood. She knew her Reuther brood. Afterwards, she told Walter, “I feel worried about you, but I want you to know that, whatever happens to you, I wantyou to do what you think is right. Even if you lose yourlife.”

This was more like Reuther talk, and Walter remembers it with gratitude. “Mother,” he says, “was a tower ofstrength.” Walter needed such support. He was in constantand excruciating pain. Surgeons had pieced the shatteredbones in his arm together as best they could, but nobodyknew whether the arm itself could be saved, or, if it was,if it would ever again be useful. The upper part of Walter’s body was in a cast, and the arm itself was raised, intraction. Little morphine could be given him to deaden thepain because the doctors were fearful it would slow his circulation. Periodically, electric shock treatments were giventhe injured arm to keep the damaged muscles and nervesfrom decaying. At these times the agony became almostunbearable. And all the time there were other worries.

The shooting was a national sensation. Appoline Street became a sightseer’s paradise. Crowds formed, milled aboutthe Reuther home, gaping at the free show. Popcorn vendorsset up shop on the sidewalk. Walter, at first, knew nothingabout all this; he learned about it the hard way, from hisolder daughter, Linda. “Daddy,” she asked him one daywhile visiting him in the hospital, “why can’t they leave usalone? Why can’t I be like other kids?”

Besides family problems, Walter, as always, had the union on his mind. The shooting had come at a critical time.The climate throughout the nation was bad for unions.Some strikes had been broken; some unions were tied up incourt battles; others seemed timid and uncertain. And allthe time prices, as a result of that break in the dam the Truman administration had allowed in 1946, were soaring at apace that made the wartime rise look like a slow crawl. Another wage increase was necessary for labor, and Walter, atthe moment he was gunned down, had been preparing tomove against Chrysler, General Motors, and Ford.

With Walter incapacitated, Emil Mazey took over as acting president. Not as colorful as Walter, but vigorous and forceful, Mazey led the union in a strike against Chrysler onMay 12, 1948. At the same time he threatened to strike General Motors; and GM, seeing that the UAW had made itsChrysler picket lines effective, yielded. Its package includedan immediate six cents an hour wage increase and, moreimportant, an escalator clause providing workers with automatic increases should the cost of living continue to rise.

This provision, highly controversial at the time, later was to become a fixture in many union contracts.

Walter was now out of the hospital, but his body was still in a cast, his shattered arm supported by a steel brace.As soon as he could, he moved his family from the whitebrick bungalow on Appoline Street that had been his andMay’s first real home. The union supplied him with bodyguards and insisted, much to his disgust, in providing himwith a heavily armored, bulletproof $12,000 Packard sedan.All of these precautions, as it turned out, were no safeguardagainst what was to happen next.

On the night of May 22, 1949, Victor Reuther was sitting in the living room of his home with his wife, Sophie. Therehad been some disturbance in the neighborhood lately. Victor and his wife had had a small cocker spaniel that hadtaken to barking urgently in the yard at night. The dog wassmall, his bark wasn’t much of a bark, and so the Reuthershad been surprised when a policeman called, informed themthere had been an anonymous complaint and they’d haveto get rid of the dog. The next day, the policeman had returned; there had been another anonymous complaint. Andso reluctantly, yielding to the law, the Reuthers had givenaway the dog.

All was quiet, as a result, on this particular night. Sophie had been mending, Victor reading the New YorkTimes Magazine. Suddenly, the bulb in the lamp by Sophie’schair went out, and Victor rose, got another bulb andscrewed it into the lamp. As the bright light came on—“illuminating the target,” as Victor later observed dryly—a shotgun roared from the yard. The blast caught Victor fullin the face. For a moment, he remembers, he thought the light bulb had exploded; then he pitched downward into darkness. Sophie ran out of the house, screaming, “My God,Vic’s been shot!”

Neighbors rushed out of their houses just in time to see a man sprint across the lawn, jump into a maroon car, andspeed away. Behind him in the shrubbery he had left a 12-gauge shotgun, the same type of weapon, perhaps the samegun, that had mowed down Walter a year earlier.

Informed of the shooting, Walter rushed to the hospital, his own maimed arm still in a sling. “It’s not possible,” hesaid in first, shocked disbelief. “Not both of us. Not twice.”It was, unfortunately, not only possible, but a fact. VictorReuther was in desperate plight. Two pea-sized slugs hadlodged in his throat, one in his mouth; a fourth had destroyedhis right eye. “For several days, it was touch and go whetherVic was going to live or not,” Walter says. But Victor lived.The Reuthers, Anna Reuther explains, have “good blood.”Perhaps. Indisputably, they also have something else—courage. Despite the loss of one eye, despite the slugs in histhroat, Victor still had the colossal guts to joke. “It’s a goodthing they didn’t shoot out my tongue,” he said. “I couldn’tmake a living.”

In the wake of this second shooting, the reward offers were boosted to $250,000. Even this did no good. The UAW,taking a dim view of some of the police work, eventuallyhired its own detectives, and they, perhaps, came closest tosolving the mystery.

Five years later, one of the UAW detectives located an apparently knowledgeable Canadian hoodlum. After muchpersuasion, the Canadian signed a confession in which hesaid he had ridden with two other men to Walter’s house thenight Walter was shot. The informant named the other men,said he had been paid $5,000 for his part in the job, andtold who paid him.

It seemed that the UAW sleuth had located the key witness. Authorities at once took the informant into protective custody and issued warrants for the arrest of the menhe had named. Then a strange thing happened. The indispensable witness, who was being held under police guard ina hotel, told his custodians he was going to take a shower.Wearing his coat and hat, novel attire for showering, he wentinto the bathroom. In a moment, the water came on hard; itran that way for almost an hour before it finally dawned onthe guards that their man was taking an exceptionally longshower. They then went and looked. They found an emptybathroom. Their man, after turning on the shower, hadkept right on going—out another door and across the borderinto Canada.

In the postmortems, it developed that the UAW had deposited a down payment of $5,000 for the man who knewall. His girl friend had managed to collect the money, andwhen the informer joined her, he and she had a gay fling.When police finally caught up with the pair, the gentlemanpromptly repudiated his confession, denied all, and foughtextradition back to the United States. And that was that.

Was it all a hoax? Or was the confession, despite its author’s later denying it, the true story? A number of supporting details make the UAW think to this day that theirdetective was probably on the right track. According to theCanadian, he and his hoodlum companions were hired by aDetroit underworld character, a onetime rumrunner whospecialized in strong-arm assignments and had acquired anunsavory reputation as a union-buster. Now it just so happened that one of Detroit’s auto-parts manufacturers hadconcluded a service contract with this same union-wrecker’sson-in-law. It was a very strange deal. The contract came tonearly $100,000 more than the auto-parts firm had beenpaying the previous holder, and Mr. Tough’s son-in-law performed no services—he just pocketed the extra boodle andleased the job itself right back to the original holder of thecontract. Why all the shenanigans?

Well, the auto-parts corporation, a big one, was having contract trouble with its UAW local. The union wantedmore money. The corporation didn’t want to pay it. Thingsgot very rough. All of a sudden (no one could say, of course,that there was any connection with the contract that had fedsome $100,000 into underworld hands) there was an outbreak of violence; a number of persons were beaten up. “Allof the people who were beaten up were union people,”Frank Winn says. “Two of them were damn near killed, andthe only reason for it that we could find was that they represented a militant force in the union. Both of them, incidentally, were strong supporters of Walter’s.”

Walter himself had nothing to do with the contract negotiations, but he was the boss and the brains of the UAW,the much hated symbol of management’s trouble. Killinghim, it may have been reasoned, would so disorganize theunion, so cow the workers and shatter their morale, that contracts could be dictated on management’s terms. This, to theUAW, still seems like the likeliest explanation, and it is reinforced by one other bit of striking evidence. During theChristmas season of 1949, a reporter for the Detroit Timesgot an anonymous telephone tip that UAW headquarters wasto be blown up. A search uncovered 39 sticks of dynamite,taped into three bundles. Quite obviously someone wasplaying rough—and for keeps.

Who that someone was can not now ever be legally established. The legal time limit for the prosecution of the man, or men, who shot the Reuthers has passed, and no actioncan ever be brought against them.

Since this is so, since the shotgun marksman who just missed killing both Reuthers may still be alive and at large,Walter has had to live his life ever since that year of horror—the year of “accidents,” as the Reuthers call it—under constant guard every minute of the day and night. Watchdogsand guards protect his home; guards travel with him wherever he goes.


Chapter 13

Still Going Strong


Walter Reuther built himself back to health by building a house. It took long, agonizing months for the bones in hisshattered right arm to knit and for the muscles to regaintheir strength. Even after he had shed his steel brace andsling, his arm and hand had that withered look that resultsfrom muscles and flesh wasting in confinement. A doctortold him that if he was not to have a claw hand, he mustexercise constantly to stretch the fingers; and so, like manyanother in such circumstances, he kept squeezing a rubberball. And to restore the strength of his arm, he hammerednails until the tears came.

Since the nail hammering seemed an essential exercise for his aching arm, Walter decided that he might as wellhammer to some purpose. After the retreat from AppolineStreet, he and his family lived for a time in an increasinglyNegro neighborhood. Summers, however, were a problem,for landlords of cottages in the country were fearful the Reuthers might bring gunfire with them. So Walter bought atract of land on a winding trout stream. On the propertywas a run-down, one-room cabin. Walter decided to build uphis muscles by making the cabin livable.

At the end of four years, no one would ever have known that a shotgun blast had nearly separated his right arm fromhis body, and the cabin had been made so comfortable thatthe Reuthers decided to live in the country the year-round.This meant more furious activity for Walter. He beganto do more work, to add on rooms, build a second story, construct bridges.

The location of Walter’s home remains a loosely held secret. For his own protection, the site is never identifiedexcept to say that it is in the countryside some 35 milesnorthwest of Detroit. From the road all that can be seen is awhite house that looks like a farmhouse (it isn’t, it’s a barracks for Walter’s guards). A tall steel fence, with a padlocked gate, surrounds the property. Inside the gate is thesound of quick water—“my moat,” Walter calls it. Actually,it is a 30-foot wide trout stream that makes three tight, hairpin turns in a small area. The Reuther home lies in theelbow of the third bend, and to reach it one crosses threebridges. Walter built the bridges. He also designed andbuilt the long redwood house. He built the furniture. Anelaborate hi-fi set is his creation. So are the built-in bookcases within arm’s reach of the deep easy chairs; accordiondoors of hinged walnut that open on washrooms; low cabinets finished with boiled linseed oil because, Walter explains,this makes them easy to repair if they’re scratched.

It is a home that any man might be proud of and one that few men could have built with their own hands, rebuilding themselves in the process. But it is also a home thathas about it something of the atmosphere of a voluntaryprison. The picture windows are made of bulletproof glass.Four big watchdogs, two in and two out, prowl the perimeter of the steel fence. Guards are on duty round the clock.All of these are precautions that are still necessary despitethe fact that, in the years since the shooting, Walter has become one of the two dominant labor leaders in America.

In early November, 1952 Phillip Murray was stricken with a heart attack in San Francisco and was found dead onthe floor of his hotel room. Allan S. Haywood, long his closeassociate and executive vice president of the CIO, seemedin line to succeed him, but the man with a stronger following among the labor legions was Walter Reuther. He hadthe solid backing of the big automobile unions; he also hadthe support of the influential Newspaper Guild of America.In another uproarious Atlantic City convention, he defeatedHaywood and became president of the second largest labororganization in America.

Walter made it clear in his acceptance speech—if it had not been clear before—that he intended to be a differenttype of labor leader. Though many union presidents likeJohn L. Lewis were drawing down salaries of $75,000 a year,Reuther announced he would be content with the extremelymodest $11,250 the UAW was paying him. He has since advanced into the $20,000-a-year bracket, but his salary wouldstill be despised by any self-respecting officer heading a corporation.

This renunciation of money for the privilege of working a 12-to-18 hour day is typical of Walter Reuther and a sign of his dedication. Other signs were sprinkled throughthat acceptance address. Walter announced that he hoped to bring about a merger of the CIO with the numerically more powerful AFL headed by George L. Meany, a merger that has since become a reality, with Meany as President and Reuther Vice-President of the combined organization. Then he went on, in terms that were purest Reuther, to give his vision of the world and of labor’s place in it.
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“There is a revolution going on in the world,” he said. “The Communists didn’t start that revolution. It is a revolution of hungry men to get the wrinkles out of their emptybellies. It is a revolution of people who have been exploitedby imperialism to throw off the shackles of imperialism andcolonialism, and to march forward in freedom and independence. It is a struggle of the have-nots to get something forthemselves. The Communists didn’t start it. They are ridingits back. . . .

“You see, man is an economic being. He has to have food and clothing, housing and medical care and all the othermaterial needs, and we struggle to make that possible. Butman is more than an economic being. He is a spiritual being,and just as food is needed for the economic man so the spiritual man needs food, and freedom is food of the soul. Thegreat challenge in the world is to find a way so that man canso arrange relationship of one to the other within one society, and one nation to another in a world society, so that wecan live in peace and harness the power of technology andexploit our resources and translate that into the good lifefor everyone. . . .”

The “good life for everyone” remains Walter’s goal. It’s a theme that runs through almost every sentence he utters whether on the platform or in private conversation. Hismind, it seems, is always teeming with projects to bringthat “good life’’ closer to realization. One of these pet projects, which he began to trumpet in the fall of 1954, was theidea of a'“guaranteed annual wage” in the automobile industry.

Traditionally, the industry had been for labor a feast-or-famine existence. During model changeover periods, the production lines were shut down and workers were laid offby the thousands; when retooling had been completed andnew models were ready to roll, the production lines hummedagain and workers were rehired by the thousands. Walterbelieved that proper planning by management could avoidthis disruption, that the shift to new models could be mademore gradually, and that, in any event, the motor companiesshould pay their workers a basic compensation during suchlayoff periods, thus guaranteeing a basic annual income.

With major auto contracts expiring in the spring of 1955, Walter concentrated on Ford. There the management, after the capitulation and later the death of HenryFord, had switched from being the most reactionary to being the most idealistic in the industry. Ford, Walter felt, couldbe brought to agreement first; then General Motors andChrysler would have to follow.

Showdown negotiating sessions are meat and drink to Walter. William Manchester has written this description:

“At bargaining sessions Walter is very much in his Detroit role. The meetings are staged around long, brilliantly lit tables; outside there are switchboards, recording devicesand private lines to relay new proposals from the other side.

“The union negotiates with Ford, General Motors and Chrysler simultaneously, in different parts of town, but thetip-off that Walter has picked his prey comes when he stowshis briefcase and toothbrush under one table.

“After that things get rough. The final stretch may last forty hours without a break—he once suggested cheerily thatGeneral Motors hew out a tunnel from their office buildingto him—and a man with his constitution has a big edge.’’

The negotiations with Ford for the guaranteed annual wage in 1955 followed this typical Reuther pattern. For sometwo weeks before the final showdown, Walter kept recharging his batteries on only two or three hours sleep a night, yethe never seemed to run down. He exuded energy, vitality,confidence. Watching him roaring full speed ahead, a veteran Detroit newspaperman perhaps put his finger on thesource of Walter’s unflagging energy and joyous zest in combat. “The Big Boy,” he said, “enjoys nothing so much asmaking a monkey out of the fat cats.”

Ford, it seemed, was rigid. The guaranteed annual wage was a heresy not even to be considered. Walter brushed offthese protests the way one deals with a swarm of gnats, stowedhis briefcase and toothbrush under the Ford table, and wentinto that final knock-’em-down, drag-’em-out battle withFord Vice President John Bugas. He put his cards right onthe table and let Bugas stare at them. A crippling strike, hepointed out, had started the decline of the Willys-OverlandCompany. Chrysler had been drawing up on Ford as theNo. 2 auto producer when it had been shut down by a 102-day strike in 1950. Ford didn’t want such things to happen toFord, did it?

The session lasted 26 hours. When it was over, Reuther had the basis of his guaranteed annual wage, for Ford hadagreed to grant its workers semiannual layoff pay. A swarmof weary, haggard Detroit newspapermen were waiting to get the details as the marathon conference broke up. Bugas emerged from the conference room first, looking drawn and haggard as if he’d just been pulled through the keyhole. Then came Walter Reuther, bright and chipper, looking like a man who has just had a good night’s sleep and has just stepped out of a refreshing shower. While Bugas retired to a corner and leaned against a wall for support, Walter barged full steam ahead into a session with the waiting newsmen. His mind was already racing toward the future.
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“We’ll shoot for a shorter week,” he said, “but how much shorter is impossible to say now. These things can’t bearbitrary. . . . A shorter work week must flow from thefact that science and technology will have given us the toolsto create greater wealth with less effort and time.

“Personally, I’d favor a four-day, thirty-two-hour week over six hours a day, five days a week. Then you begin to givepeople the real benefits of progress through a long weekend.”

Wouldn’t labor ever be satisfied? someone asked. Walter had heard this many times before, and he had the pat answer. “You know,” he said, “we go to the bargaining tableand management asks, ‘Don’t you ever get tired of asking formore and more?’ The answer is, as long as science and technology through the creation of abundance makes more notonly economically just, but makes more and more economically necessary—the answer is yes, we are going in year afteryear and ask for more and more because we are entitled tomore and more and more.”

When someone mentioned the distant future, Walter said, “The possibilities of human progress are as unlimited as the creative genius of the free human spirit,’’ he said. “We are now approaching the point where man becomes less aneconomic being and more a cultural being. In the future,it’s possible that the average worker will spend less timemaking Fords, and more time working on a concerto or apainting or scientific research.”

Hard-boiled newspapermen stared agog at this vision of factory workers turned artists and composers. Was Reutherreally serious? Absolutely, he told them, and he added:“We’ll never know how much wasted genius went unbornbecause of the sheer human task of feeding families.” Well,someone asked, a bit sarcastically, when might we expect thisgolden age of the worker-artist to become reality? Waltergrinned his engaging grin. “I don’t know,” he said. “But itwill come much sooner than the National Association ofManufacturers expects.”

In such rapier-like flashes of wit, in such far ranging visions, one gets the measure of the man. He always seemsa jump ahead of the jibe of the minute or the issue of thedecade. A few years ago, a supervisor was showing himthrough a Ford automated plant that can turn out an engineblock, untouched by human hands, in less than 15 minutes.Walter was impressed. He remembered the long hours ofhard hand labor that went into the fashioning of each suchblock during his early days in Detroit. Sensing this, the manfrom Ford got in a sly dig. “Aren’t you worried about howyou’re going to collect union dues from those machines?”

Quick as a whip came the answer. “Not at all. What worries me is how you are going to sell them Ford cars.”

Only a sharp mind, and one that had probed all angles of such complex issues, could have come up with so swiftand devastating a retort. This is undoubtedly the reason thatReuther overawes many persons, even as he scares others.Rabbi Morris Adler, of Detroit, who has served on committees with Walter and observed him in action, has remarked:“Some people never forgive a man with a new idea.”

The fear of the new, the fear of change, powerfully sway the wealthy and conservative classes who usually wantmainly to preserve the status quo that has done so well bythem. To such persons, Walter is a disruptive and menacinginfluence, and the mere mention of his name is enough toset their teeth on edge.

The reaction, a combination of prejudice and fright and hate, is strengthened by Walter’s steadfast, unwavering championship of liberal Democratic interests. His UAW-CIO warchest has bankrolled the Democratic Party in Michigan foryears, much to the dismay of industrialists who had falleninto the habit of thinking political parties should be bankrolled only by them. Their ire was not lessened by Reuther’s success. He and the labor backing he wields were generally held responsible for the election of seven successiveDemocratic governors, the most prominent of whom was therepeatedly elected G. Mennen (Soapy) Williams. It was notuntil 1962 that George Romney, president of American Motors, a man of great charm in his own right, broke the pattern. Walter, who campaigned hard against Romney, throwshimself into such political battles with all the fervor withwhich in the old days he used to plot a sit-down strike or leada picket line.

The result has been that, while liberals love him, conservatives fear and hate him, and the Republicans, who represent predominantly conservative interests and so become the target of some of his keenest thrusts, seize upon him asa handy whipping boy. “When you have widespread apathy,”one highly placed GOP strategist in Washington once confessed, “you need a devil to get the voters aroused. Reuther’sa pretty good devil.” This cynical exaggeration of the Reuther “menace” serves its partisan political purpose and probably instils enough doubts about Reuther in enough minds tomake it highly unlikely he will ever himself run for highpolitical office. But it is significant that it has little effect inareas of society where ideas count—among the great of theworld and the world’s eager, questioning youth. Reuther’sappeal to both classes has been demonstrated many times.

When he spoke at the University of California, for example, he set an attendance record surpassed only once—by Alfred C. Kinsey, talking on his specialty, sex, a subjectwith which even Walter couldn’t quite compete. Amongworld leaders he has numbered many admirers: ChesterBowles and Eleanor Roosevelt in the United States; AneurinBevan and leaders of the British Labour Party in England;Prime Minister Jawaharal Nehru in India. The British Labour leaders, indeed, have been so taken with Reuther thatthey have hailed him as a man of cabinet stature, and in India,after one whirlwind tour, he became practically a folk hero.

It happened in 1956. The Eisenhower administration, sorely troubled by India’s neutralism and dangerous drifttoward the Communist camp, needed an unofficial emissaryin New Delhi, and they decided to send Walter. It was an excellent choice. He proved worse than a dose of hemlock tothe Indian Reds. The local press commented admiringly onhis prim, but sturdy, democratic quirks—at receptions hewouldn’t wear a dinner jacket—and in his speeches he tangled head on with hecklers and Red debaters, handling them with devastating wit, speaking the heady language of American freedom and idealism, all mixed in with his faith in people and a better future.
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His triumph in India was repeated in December 1962, when he toured Japan. Again the Communists protested hispresence, picketing, waving signs urging him to go home,heckling. It was opposition that, to Walter, was like a shotof adrenalin. He took on all comers, debating, arguing, convincing. Japanese youth was so impressed with him that,when he left, the New York Times commented that observers in Japan agreed he had done more good than anyAmerican visitor in ten years.

Such is the man, such the basis of his tremendous appeal to those not hidebound by the thinking of the past or blinded by their own self-interest. He boils down all theproblems of our time, of our conflict with Communism, intoone fundamental, underlying issue—the greater good of theindividual. “Our problem is to make our more complexsociety better serve the needs of the people, of the individual,” he says.

He has nothing but contempt for the rigid type of business mentality that still believes “there is some sacred magic in the words ‘free enterprise,’ ” and that if “governmentwould just get out of the picture and do nothing, everythingwould magically solve itself and be fine.” “Such men are stillliving in the 18th century,” Walter says. “They don’t understand the first thing about the world they live in.”

As he sees it, the enormous boon of modern technology, of automation, must be made to serve the good, not just of amanagement-ownership class interested in greater profits, butthe welfare of all the people. This means inevitably planningand sharing on a scale never conceived in a pure free enterprise economy. The problem is to make the mass society ofthe 20th century serve and strengthen individual man, notcrush him; this in Walter Reuther’s view is the battle thatlies at the heart of our ideological struggle with Communism.

“Either they will win or we will,” he says, “because their system, or ours, is best able to meet the needs and better thelife of the individual. If we cannot win the battle on thoseterms, then we don’t deserve to win it.

“I’m convinced that we can win it, that we can do far better then the Communists can ever do—if we once realizewhat it is all about. Our job is not to make people conform,but to promote the greatest possible amount of individualfreedom and discussion, on which depends the greatestamount of human creativity. Our problem is to use all theresources and potentialities of our huge, complex technological system—and to use them to promote the greatest degreeof individual well-being, liberty, and creativity. There is nolimit to what we can accomplish once we see the issue inthose terms.”

And there is no limit to Walter Reuther’s vision of the future once that issue is understood. He is a man who, in hisfaith in the resources of people, looks towards a limitlesshorizon.
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