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By John H. Ovens.
H. T. City, IT. Y.» April 13, 1929.

r

^ \\ Report of Trip to Strike Area In Gastonia^ IT. C.

\j

Arrived in GastoniaJTorth Carolina in company with Bill Sroka
* . m

Located the headquarters of the s trikers at 1242 Franklin St.» 

and net Beal, Pershing, Dawson, ete., etc., and made an address

X
to the strikers at the invitation of Beal. Bade a talk showing 

the necessity of organizing hoth the black and white workers* 

and that prejudice is merely a smoke screen behind which the 

capitalists hide in order to keep the -workers of both races divi­

ded in order to better exploit both the black and white ’work­

ers. Further pointed out that with the continued industrializa-

\
tion of the South, this would be the chief tactic of the bosses 

and that the workers begin immediately the task of organizing the

black and v/hite workers in the same unions ..-herever possible,
/

*

and that when properly approaclied and organized, Uegroes made 

just as good material for struggle in the 'working class battles
. V
as workers of other races.

see
Talk was well received and I could clearly tin-, t the strikers 

were impressed, and showed by their earnest attention that they 

realized that this was a true picture of conditions. Howeverk it 

was very unfortunate that there as not a single ITegro at the 

strike headquarters, not a single ITegro on the strike committee, 

and that prior to the strike, no organizational plans had been 

made to draw the ITegro into the strike, and I understand that no 

efforts had been made to draw such llegroes as had left their 

jobs into the center of activities. This may have been due to the 

natural diffidence of the Southern ITegro in associating with 

white .workers, or it may have been due to oversight on the part



the white workers* themselves* when planning their organ!astion,

............ - • ... ..... - • ■ • - ■ - - - -

i- in the South, the attitude is taken hy the average
• - 1 - .... ... .... --- > ■■

person that the burden of organizing the Negro should be on t h e , 

Negro. This* of course* Is a fallacy* Many of the Negroes who

•- '..................... • ■ v  ...............  v
left their jabs, I understand, were of the migratory type, and X

as soon as trouble staffed drifted away. I was told by

one af the white strikers* who had Intimate contact ± with the 

Negro workers that three Negroes who had gone out on strike and 

who lived in company owned homes were forced back to work at the 

points of guns in the hands of local constabulary, who simply 

went to their homes and routed them out. I asked two Negro workers 

who I made contact with if this were really true* They said it 

was* but could not furnish the names of the Negro workers who 

had been thus intimidated, and refused to give their own namea 

through fear. I asked three more white workers if they had any 

knowledge of this affair. They said it was eeally true* but in 

that section of the country the burden of protecting the Negro 

must rest on the shoulders of the Negro himself. (Which* of 

course* is really true). We must pay consideiable attention to 

this in working out organizational plans for Negro work in the 

South. I made an actual check up, and I found that out of •rnkam- Q 

WBBR Negroes interviewed* of all zlmtewragxragKmBXg: classes* and 

of varying economic status* eighteen out of the twenty were more 

interested in some sort of physical defense organization rather 

than an organization along purely economic lines.

While poverty of the extremest sort was apparent on every hand* 

most of the talk OOBtertd on the brutality of the local constab 

ulary in dealing with Negroes. All of the Negroes expressed
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the need for organization » hut refused to take any initiative 

until they eou&d see something concrete*

I was told further that three other Negroes who walked off of 

their jobs were displaced by white scabs. This was told to me 

by a white worker at the strike headquarters. He was censured 

and asked if he was sure that this information was accurate. He

said that it was accurate and that he could verier the statement.
*

He was cautioned by another white worker against making such 

statements in a crowd, as he did not know who night be listening.

The fact t-hat the average worker in the South feels that the bur­

den of organizing the Negro must rest upon the Negro himself 

was evinced by the introductory speech Beal made. He said in 

part: “Here is a Negro organizer come down here to'pull these 

Negroes out of the mill. The Negroes should be organized, and 

no one c'sn do this better than a Negro. * While this may sound 

true, upon closer analysis we find that it is not always a correct 

party line, and would only tend to widen the gap already existing 

between the Negro ana white workar.

I made a personal visit to the homes of nearly all the Negroes 

living in the company owned homes- They live in the Loray mill 

district 1*011 the hill* in the vernacular of the town. They are 

highly overworked and underpaid. The men are employed as yard 

men and in the picking rooms of the mill. There are not more than 

a total of twehty-five now employed at the mill. They work 

eleven, twelve, and fourteen hours a day, and receive a maximun 

of twelve dollars a week. The great majority of Negroes receive 

less than ten dollars a week, and many o f them, six, seven, and



and seven-fifty a week. One Negro who had a wage of six dollars 

coming for the week* was docked five dollars by the foreman 

because of alleged irregularities* X was unable to learn haw 

It was finally adjusted.

Visited the home of Walter Long. Negro employee of the mill*
r ’■

He seemed to have the confidence of axs of the white workerl

who accompanied me. Long was working about fourteen hours

each day, and extra time Saturday, etc.* and the week before

he earned fourteen dollars for about eighty-four hours* labor.
for

He admitted the need organization, but felt that the Negro 

workers could not afford to strike at this late stage of the 

game. Since no efforts had been made to organize them at the

time organizational work was being carried on frywltiK among
✓

the white workers, he felt that their participation at this time 

would be equivalent to quitting their jobs and being replacafby 

other white’s and Negroes. This was the prevalent sentiment 

among the Negro workers.

Negro workers we2e not being used to scab on white workers, and 

a real friendly feeling existed between the white strikers and 

the Negroes on the job. There was more antagonism manifested be- 

tween the white scabs and the white strikers than between the 

Negro workers and white strikers, since the Negro workers were 

not competitors for the white strikers jobs, and ..-ere only used 

in the mill in certain fixed capacities. The whites seemed to 

understand the double oppression under which the Negro worker 

labors.

The Negroes are especially hampered because

i :

he fact that
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they have so few'opportunities for employment* They cannot
’ ‘ ' ' ...  ' •- *

make a living erven when working long hours, and could not quite 

understand how they could be expected to survive by ceasing to 

work altogether* The minute a Negro quits producing in the 

South he is automatically cut off from every channel of oppor­

tunity* X ran across an exo-ellent example of this. One 

Negro had been working for some contractors. Hiŝ . ribs were 

crushed in an accident at five in the evening* His pay was 

immediately cut off and although he was to have finished up at 

five thirty > he was not paid for the extra, thirty minutes* 

Neither was his family given any consideration. They were
■ft

in terribly destitute circumstances, and hardly knew where their
f - ' i

next meal was coming from. I hired a car out of xqy own funds, 

and had him removed to another town where he had friends or 

relatives.

I talked with small Negro business men (coackroach variety), 

the local ministers, and other workers not employed in the 

mills. They all seemed to feel that organization was necessary, 

but having been misled <.c .requently they had adopted an atti­

tude of doubt* Of course, the ministers were sympathetic, but 

refused to take the lead in making contact with the Negro work­

ers in the mills. I tried in every way to persuade them to 

allow me to put them in touch with the local white leaders of the 

strike, or else to allow one of the white leaders to tali; to 

a colored audience. This of course, they re-used. I further
•

tried to get one of them to accompany-me to- the strike'area to 

formulate certain demands for the Ne<_ro workers in the mills.

This Wus also*turned down. The same ansvrfsr was received on everylswrerr



•fe are nut interested in propagandas when you have 

ed something concrete, we will come in**

I  made about fourteen actual contacts which had all expressed

i n t e r e s t ^  and will be glad to hear from us further* But aside
,....  • *- . ■* ■*>

from contacts* I am unable to understand the practical value of
v

such trips* They cost money without netting any practical re-

•

suits in most cases. This leads me to conclude that we must

devige wyarcr specific and practical plans for the irnrjasiogi of the 

South, well laid-out. We must have a basis for our operations* 

and not wait trusting to luck and circumstances*

I must add that unemployment was -acute in Gastonia* apart from
*'

ft
the stjike situation* and that there were two to four men for every 

job. This was a further fact which deterred the Uegro workers
. . j

from hastily walking away from what limited employment they JB-
s  ' —

already enjoyed. Since I was accomplishing nothing practical
'

I did not feel that I would be honest toward wither the party or 

myself to remain any longer. Until we establish definite con­

tacts in the South* and centeis for cailying or. organizational 

campaigns in a concrete manner* I feel that ve can hope to 

do little in a practical organizational ’..'ay.


