




The Crisis of 
American Labor 

Operation Dixie and the Defeat of the CIO 





The Crisis of 
American Labor 

Operation Dixie and the 

Defeat of the CIO 

BARBARA S. GRIFFITH 

1 
TEMPLE UNIVERSITY PRESS 

PHILADELPHIA 



Temple University Press 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  19122 
http://tupress.temple.edu/

Copyright © 1988 by Temple University—Of The Commonwealth System of 
Higher Education
First published 1988. Reissued 2018.

All material in this work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-No Derivatives 4.0 United States License unless otherwise 
noted. A copy of this license is available at  https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/4.0/.

ISBN 9781439917855 (paperback); ISBN 9781439917862 (ebook)

The publication of this volume in a freely accessible digital format has been made 
possible by a grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities and the 
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation through their Humanities Open Book Program.

Cover image based on “Clock mechanism gears and cogs close up.” Copyright © 
Andreykuzmin | Dreamstime.com

http://tupress.temple.edu/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://Dreamstime.com


For my family 





Foreword
Janet Irons

As I write this in 2018, the U.S. is experiencing one of the 
widest gaps between the rich and poor since the Gilded Age. 
Working people who struggle to make ends meet have little 
power to dictate the terms and conditions of their work. Labor 
unions do not have much standing in the workplace, nor do 
they command much attention in public discourse. 

Such was not always the case. Seventy years ago, in the 
middle of the twentieth century, nearly 40% of U.S. manufac-
turing workers belonged to a labor union. Labor unions that 
had organized under the umbrella of the Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (CIO) had made a tangible difference in the 
quality of life of millions of working people, and industrial 
unionism had become a major force in American politics and 
society. What happened to change all of that? 

In popular understanding, the decline of unions began in 
the 1970s and 1980s, when globalization and the outsourcing 
of manufacturing jobs decimated labor’s ranks, and when the 
anti-union stance of the Reagan administration empowered 
employers to break strikes without fear of federal-government 
intervention. But while these events explain the most visible 
and severe losses in union membership, one must look a gener-
ation earlier to uncover the forces that first set back the newly 
organized labor movement. As Barbara Griffith’s path-breaking 
book The Crisis of American Labor: Operation Dixie and the 
Defeat of the CIO makes clear, it is in the decade after World 
War II that one uncovers one of organized labor’s most deci-
sive defeats: the CIO campaign to organize the South, labeled 
“Operation Dixie.” 
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The failure of Operation Dixie was so distressing for the CIO 
that for a generation after it ended neither historians nor labor 
activists ventured to articulate its meaning or significance. Until 
the publication of Griffith’s book in 1988, pieces of the story 
had been told but no one had provided an overview or badly 
needed perspective. Part of the reason observers struggled to 
assign meaning to Operation Dixie was that its goal embodied 
a paradox: it was a campaign both to expand labor’s power and 
to prevent its decline. The heady victories of the CIO in the 
1930s in the steel, auto, and coal industries had led the union 
organization to believe that it could extend its reach to embrace 
southern workers. These hopes were tempered, however, by the 
fact that in some industries (particularly the textile industry), 
unions had been losing power as jobs and plants moved from 
New England to the South where wages were lower. Thus the 
decision to organize southern workers was a defensive move as 
much as it was an expression of CIO idealism. 

This social and economic landscape was made more treach-
erous when, in the late 1940s, business organizations through-
out the country began a major offensive to reverse the gains that 
workers had made during World War II. These realities meant 
that the CIO, a union then barely a decade old, was beginning a 
bold new campaign in a region known for its anti-union culture 
at the same time that the business climate was becoming more 
conservative.

The whipsawing of expectations caused by the convergence 
of these factors was experienced most keenly by the labor organ-
izers assigned to the Operation Dixie campaign. These men and 
women had the job of translating the CIO’s plans into concrete 
actions on the ground. Operation Dixie brought them face to 
face with the aspirations, the fears, the cultural constraints, and 
the stark injustices that comprised the lives of southern work-
ers. It is in Griffith’s interviews with these organizers, filled 
with pathos, that one grasps the fundamental significance of the 
book: its exposure of what the CIO was up against. The tragedy 
of their failure is compounded by the fact that many of those 
organizers saw themselves as politically progressive, motivated 
by a commitment to make real their vision of a just society. In 
the South, they were in for a painful awakening.
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It is to Griffith’s credit that she resists locating the campaign’s 
failure in any one place. Instead, she lays out the economic 
and cultural forces arrayed against southern workers. There 
was, first, the sheer economic power of employers whose busi-
nesses were run like company towns. To graphically illustrate 
this point, Griffith notes that 17 organizers and union members 
were physically assaulted during the first 5 months of Operation 
Dixie (p. 104). To this could be added the active opposition to 
the CIO in the southern press and pulpit. Without anything like 
today’s internet or social media, these institutions overwhelmed 
communities with negative messaging about unions. The com-
bined and in many cases integrated spectrum of forces arrayed 
against the CIO seemed to almost guarantee its failure. 

But Griffith also addresses the CIO’s weaknesses. Although 
leaders of Operation Dixie made it a priority to staff the cam-
paign with native-born southerners, they could not avoid the 
clash of cultures that occurred between northern-bred CIO 
staff and the workers they were trying to organize. Griffith also 
deftly chronicles the ways that the CIO’s purging of its left 
wing damaged some of the gains union organizers had made. 
Among the most challenging of the CIO’s dilemmas occurred 
when organizers tried to navigate the racial terrain of the South. 
Griffith notes, on the one hand, that CIO organizers found their 
most receptive audience among black workers. But although 
the CIO spoke out against race prejudice at a national and 
regional level, campaign leaders also feared the alienation of 
white workers, or the hostile reaction of local white communi-
ties if they were to be outspoken in favor of racial equality in a 
particular drive. The result, Griffith describes, was a campaign 
at war with its own racism (p. 66). The story is a sobering les-
son in the power of inherited culture to prevent an insurgent 
idea from taking root. 

Since the publication of The Crisis of American Labor, 
research on southern labor organizing has uncovered pockets 
of committed southern unionism as well as a small but dogged 
pro-union spirit among southern religious liberals in the years 
following World War II. Yet the fact remains: the campaign 
failed to orchestrate the transforming moment that it hoped 
would shift the momentum in the South in favor of unions. 
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Faced with this defeat, the CIO packed up its belongings and 
left the South in 1953, seven years after it had arrived. As it 
turned out, the end of Operation Dixie was not merely the end 
of the CIO’s attempt to bring unionism to the South. The drive’s 
collapse also coincided with the peak in the CIO’s membership 
nationally. The year following the CIO’s departure, 1954, was 
the first year the CIO witnessed a decline in its overall mem-
bership. While subsequent membership numbers fluctuated, 
the CIO never again commanded the power it did at the end of 
World War II.1 

The Crisis of American Labor speaks to our current condi-
tion with clarity and prescience. It speaks to the power of rac-
ism as a tool of the powerful to position workers against each 
other. It demonstrates the power of organized religion and the 
media as tools for commanding loyalty and for characterizing 
unwanted influences as an “other.” And it speaks to the choices 
on the part of workers, given the economic fragility of their 
situations, to stick with what they had rather than put their trust 
in something uncertain. All of these realities, once seen as a 
peculiarity of southern regional culture, now reverberate in our 
national political culture. 

Today students of southern labor and indeed of twentieth cen-
tury America routinely turn to Operation Dixie as a touchstone 
for grasping the complicated shift in the fortunes of American 
labor, and of American politics in general, in the crucial years 
after World War II. Microfilms of the Operation Dixie Papers, 
the originals of which are part of the Manuscript Collection at 
Duke University, are now available at dozens of libraries across 
the country. There has been an outpouring of scholarship on 
post-World War II labor organizing in the South; on post-war 
southern politics; on the role played by race, religion, and 
anti-Communism in recent southern labor history; and on the 
role played by the migration of capital on the ability of workers 
to organize unions. This subsequent body of work has deep-
ened, clarified, and extended our understanding of these topics. 
But Griffith’s analysis continues to provide an enduring foun-
dation for appreciating the complex ways these forces shaped 
labor’s drive to bring southern workers into its fold.
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In the end, The Crisis of American Labor continues to deliver 
on its purpose: to “open up the topic by setting in place the 
broad historical framework…within which the men and women 
of the CIO and their corporate opponents lived through the 
daily realities of the struggle” (p. xiv). It is in the chronicling 
of those daily realities that Griffith makes her most singular 
contribution. In light of the complex nature of the forces that 
Griffith identified as defeating Operation Dixie, one finishes 
the book with respect for the CIO organizers who, against all 
odds, tried to make a difference. 

Janet Ir ons is Professor of History at Lock Haven University.

Note

1. Timothy J. Minchin, Fighting Against the Odds: A History of 
Southern Labor Since World War II (Gainesville, FL: University 
Press of Florida, 2005), 60.
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Preface 

By the end of World War II, it was clear to many in the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations that a Southern orga
nizing drive had to be undertaken, both to consolidate the 
impressive gains labor made during the war and to remove 
the South as a non-union haven for "runaway" Northern 
businesses. The task of organizing the North could not be 
completed until the South was organized. Thus began Opera
tion Dixie, a drive into twelve Southern states from 1946 to 
1953. 

Inasmuch as the American South had a long-standing rep
utation as a region particularly unreceptive to organized 
labor, Operation Dixie was not a challenge for which union 
activists had anything approaching unbridled enthusiasm. 
Everyone knew it was a great gamble. Operation Dixie 
would in fact become a delicate balancing act for a labor orga
nization increasingly beset with internal tensions and con
flicting priorities, and confronted by an aggressive business 
community and a rightward shift in the national political 
climate. 

The CIO also confronted problems posed by the peculiari
ties of the South. A cultural and economic insularity charac
terized the region, with relatively little in-migration to the 
area since the Civil War, a rigid caste system based on a hier
archy of race, class, and gender, and a level of economic de
velopment that in many ways more closely resembled the 
nineteenth than the twentieth century. In addition, textiles, 
the South's largest industry, was even more resistant to un
ionization than its counterpart in New England; it was espe
cially competitive in the South, resulting from the relatively 
small units of production, chronic shortages of operating cap
ital, recurrent cycles of overproduction and low prices, and 
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a large pool of unemployed and underemployed workers 
from the mountains and marginal farms of the South. Even 
beyond these factors, the South had fostered a set of 
closely interwoven relationships between industrialists, poli
ticians, law enforcement officials, religious leaders, and the 
press—all of which could be mobilized in concert, quite be
yond the level of cooperation commonly found among the 
same sectors of society in the North. 

My purpose in this study is not so much to "wrap up" 
the many social and cultural threads that intertwine in Opera
tion Dixie, a task that would require a number of commu
nity studies. Rather, my intent is to open up the topic by 
setting in place the broad historical framework, both na
tional and Southern, within which the men and women of 
the CIO and their corporate opponents lived through the 
daily realities of the struggle. 

At the heart of the narrative is, quite simply, a story: the 
unfolding drama of planning for conflict, the conflict itself, 
and, rather abruptly, defeat. This story is told primarily 
through the organizers who staffed the drive, from their cor
respondence with workers, their peers, and superiors, and 
from extensive interviews with retired organizers who were 
active in Operation Dixie. It is through them that one can 
see how this massive organizing campaign played out on a 
daily basis in the towns and factories of the region. And it 
is through them and the cultural context into which they in
truded that the responses of Southern workers take on tangi
ble historical meaning. 

A word about the place of women in Operation Dixie. Al
though women workers were a central factor in the textile in
dustry, the industry most critical to the campaign's success, 
most of the organizers sent South by the CIO and its mem
ber internationals were men. Though such unions as the Tex
tile Workers Union of America (TWUA) and the 
Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA) hired 
some women organizers, CIO organizers did not challenge 
the inherited "place" for women in the work force and 
within organized labor to the same extent that they chal
lenged racial barriers and prejudice. A notable exception 
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was the Food, Tobacco, Agricultural, and Allied Workers 
(FTA), which had a number of black women on its organiz
ing staff. This is not to say that women were not instrumen
tal in the success of certain organizing campaigns; it merely 
attests to the fact that women and their problems did not 
hold a distinctive place either in the minds of most male orga
nizers or within the administrative echelons of organized 
labor. So in looking at Operation Dixie through the eyes of 
its organizers, it is through a predominantly male perspec
tive that one sees. 

Considering their generation, it is not surprising that the 
women interviewed for this study did not complain of their 
isolation within organized labor. In their view, all organiz
ers were there for the same reasons. They negotiated con
tracts with wage differentials for men and women, because, 
in the words of one woman, "It never occurred to us to do 
it any other way." 

Several women noted that perhaps they had had a better 
understanding of what motivated women workers than did 
male organizers; for example, they were more likely to ac
count for the demands of a woman worker's "double day" 
in her decision to attend or not attend a nighttime union 
meeting. Beyond that, however, they stopped seeing them
selves as different from their male counterparts. Scholarly 
studies of women in textiles, tobacco, and the automobile in
dustry have begun to acquire a place in the historical litera
ture. It will have to be in their capacity as workers in those 
industries, rather than as active participants in Operation 
Dixie, that the history of Southern working women will be 
written. 

With these emphases in mind, what follows is a broad 
overview of a complex organizing campaign waged over a 
twelve-state region. Strategic decisions made by the CIO's 
Executive Board in Washington and by CIO international un
ions in a dozen locales, and tactical decisions made by the 
CIO's Southern Organizing Committee at the drive's head
quarters in Atlanta—all had an important bearing on the out
come. But the ultimate decisions were made by organizers, 
on the ground each day in the South. In a sense, they 
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know best what happened to Operation Dixie, for they 
lived through it as no one else did. 

Operation Dixie happened at the juncture of a number of 
significant American historical developments: the tide of con
servatism that is often the aftermath of American wars; the 
erosion of the New Deal coalition; the wave of anti-
communist hysteria; the social change stimulated during 
the war, particularly among women and minorities due to 
wartime labor shortages; and the wartime growth of busi
ness and organized labor. Had Operation Dixie succeeded, 
the later course of American history might have been quite 
different. Clearly, the CIO's purge of its own left wing 
brought it into closer political alignment with the AFL and 
paved the way for their merger in 1956. This brought to an 
end the tradition of aggressive organization among those 
who previously fell outside the bounds of craft unionism, 
i.e., minorities, women, and semi- or unskilled workers. Fur
ther, a CIO victory in the South might have hastened the 
civil rights movement by at least a decade. A successful Oper
ation Dixie could have dramatically altered the predomi
nance of conservative Southern politicians in state and 
national legislatures. And certainly, union membership for 
Southern workers would have created the potential for 
shifts of economic power to those in the South who had 
never known any. 

What follows is an analysis of the process through which 
Operation Dixie intruded upon the politics and culture of 
postwar America, and then disappeared. For the nation, it 
was but a moment; for organized labor it was a decisive junc
ture whose long-term meaning is only now becoming clear. 
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American Labor 

Operation Dixie and the Defeat of the CIO 





I 
An Uncertain Model 

The question was simple: how to crack the South? How 
to organize the workers in the most anti-union region of 
the nation? This problem was at the core of "Operation 
Dixie," the name given the organizing campaign launched 
by the Congress of Industrial Organizations in twelve South
ern states in 1946. The stakes, as informed people in and 
out of the labor movement all understood, were very high. 
Operation Dixie was the culmination of a long search to 
find a way to organize the nation's skilled, semiskilled, and 
unskilled workers under one huge institutional umbrella 
that covered the entire country. The dream of "one big 
union" was an old one, first nursed along by individual 
labor spokesmen in the first half of the nineteenth century, 
shaped further by the Knights of Labor in the 1880s and by 
the Industrial Workers of the World in the first decades of 
the twentieth century. After more than a century of experi
mentation, a breakthrough was finally achieved in the North
ern mass production industries in the 1930s with the 
introduction of the sit-down strike. The lessons learned 
throughout this long struggle, and how those lessons were 
interpreted in the immediate postwar period of 1945-1946, 
determined in decisive ways the shape of the CIO's South
ern organizing campaign. 

As it had come to exist in the opening decades of the twen
tieth century, the American working class was a diverse con
glomeration of ethnic groups. There were "old stock" 
British Americans whose roots were in the artisanal trades 
of the colonial era or who, in the South, formed a yeoman 
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class of smallholders on the land. There were, in addition, 
the earliest immigrants who had come to dominate certain 
trades, such as Irish carpenters or the German and Bohe
mian cigar makers who shaped the formative years of Sam
uel Gomper's experience. And finally, there was the flood 
of "new immigrants," the earliest dating from the Irish po
tato famine in the 1840s, but vastly augmented by the 
surge of Italian and other southern and eastern European im
migrants who came to America in huge numbers between 
1870 and the outbreak of World War I. These new Ameri
cans and blacks not only predominated in the emerging 
mass production industries, they had the meanest jobs in 
those industries. They stoked the furnaces in the steel 
mills, labored in the searing heat of the paint shops of the 
new auto industries and, in general, worked where the phys
ical tasks were the hardest and the pay the lowest. They 
spoke a different kind of English, in Italian, Slavic, and Yid
dish accents, lived in the most teeming ghettos, and other
wise were separated—and separated themselves—from the 
rest of American society. Socially and culturally, as well as 
economically, they suffered countless variations of Ameri
can prejudice.1 

The American Federation of Labor under Samuel Gom-
pers could not address the needs of this pivotal section of 
the American working class. An historical segmentation di
vided the growing millions of workers in the mass produc
tion industries from the skilled workers in the traditional 
crafts. Workers named Higgins, Hopewell, and O'Connor la
bored as carpenters, electricians, and painters; the steel, 
auto, rubber, and electrical industries were full of 
Kowalskis, Bialics, and Barzinis; and a good percentage of 
the Browns and Harrises in their ranks tended to be black. 
As historian Herbert Gutman pointed out, the new Ameri
can working class of the industrial era was overwhelmingly 
composed of immigrants, children of immigrants and blacks. 

The structure of the AFL effectively sidestepped the eth
nic problems inherent in the composition of the twentieth-
century American working class. The combination of the 
emphasis on organizing the crafts and the tradition of "au-
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tonomy" for each trade effectively codified racial, ethnic, 
and class prejudice within the trade union structure itself. 
One therefore had to be somewhat free of these inherited 
prejudices even to contemplate industrial unionism, in 
which all the Kowalskis and O'Connors and Barzinis would 
amalgamate in "one big union." 

One path that could lead to this conclusion was ideologi
cal. As ideology would come to be a divisive issue in Opera
tion Dixie, both within the ranks of organized labor near 
the end of the 1940s and within the larger society at the 
onset of the cold war, it is appropriate to review briefly the in
ternal tensions that had long been at work in the American 
labor movement. The same interpretations of American capi
talism that induced a worker to be a socialist also provided ex
planations as to why the working class was divided and 
why employers routinely pitted strikebreakers of one ethnic 
group against striking workers of another. In this sense, to 
be a trade union Socialist was to be an advocate of a world 
view that went beyond questions of wages and working con
ditions to include broad social and cultural attitudes as 
well. Those working-class institutions such as the I WW that 
saw ethnic divisions as fatal to the unity of workers warred 
consciously against prejudice as a prerequisite to successful 
organizing and strike actions. In their songs that character
ized prejudiced workers as "scissorbills" who acted as their 
own worst enemies, the Wobblies were engaged in a kind 
of cultural war to redefine social relations throughout the 
whole society. Ideological beliefs were a potentially power
ful force not only against the AFL as an institution, but 
against the racial, ethnic, and class prejudices that were im
bedded in the very foundation of the AFL's structure.2 

But workers could dissent against the Gompers philoso
phy on narrower, tactical grounds as well. One did not 
have to be a Socialist to see that a work force that was only 
marginally organized could never amass the political author
ity to change the existing ground rules governing labor-
management relations. One did not have to be a Socialist to 
see that most American workers were not skilled craftsmen 
who had mastered old-line trades. One needed only to be 
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able to count in order to grasp that the industrial future lay 
in the mass production industries and in their variegated 
work force, which lay beyond the reach of the traditional 
craft unions. 

Advocacy of industrial unionism, therefore, was not re
stricted to labor radicals. The political and economic weak
ness of the AFL, grounded in its narrow craft base, 
translated into a lack of effectiveness in the organizing and 
bargaining process itself—a weakness that a growing num
ber of AFL partisans themselves could see with increasing 
clarity in the 1920s. After the first great surge of labor con
sciousness had peaked in the 1880s and 1890s, organized 
labor in America counted over 5,000,000 workers in its 
ranks—4,000,000 in the AFL and the bulk of the remainder 
in the craft-oriented railroad brotherhoods. But by 1930, it 
was evident that two generations of unsuccessful attempts 
to penetrate the mass production industries not only had 
kept the majority of American workers out of the ranks of or
ganized labor, but had left the crafts themselves more vulner
able to corporate opposition. By the time of Franklin 
Roosevelt's election in 1932, AFL membership had shrunk 
to little over 2,000,000. One of the AFL's nearest approxima
tions to an industrial union was the United Mine Workers. 
By 1929, mine worker membership had shrunk in the face 
of intense corporate opposition to 84,000 dues payers—20 
percent of the work force.3 

It is not surprising, then, that a great many working-
class advocates felt that Gomper's federation was hopeless 
and attempted to build independent unions. They ran afoul 
not only of their corporate opponents, but also faced the 
kind of cultural isolation to which socialism itself had been 
confined. If organizers had to convince American workers 
to become Socialists as a first step in freeing themselves 
from the narrow organizing tactics of the AFL, the history 
of 1900-1935 indicated that the task lay far beyond their ca
pacity.4 

As a result, a great amount of energy was directed to
ward reforming the AFL from within by persuading the orga
nization to transcend its craft orientation and adopt the 
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industrial union approach necessary to unlock the mass pro
duction industries. Indeed, efforts in this direction domi
nated the interior life of the AFL in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Years of resolution-passing and jockeying over semantics in
duced the AFL under intense pressure in 1933 to agree to 
the chartering of federal unions, in which workers were or
ganized outside the jurisdiction of particular internationals. 
Thus they were "federated" directly to the AFL.5 That experi
ment, designed to offer a rudimentary path around craft ju
risdiction problems so that organizers could approach 
workers in the mass production industries, had ended in 
utter disaster in the abortive strikes of 1934. Desperate orga
nizing campaigns in the automobile industry in the Mid
west, textiles in the South and Northeast, and steel and 
other basic industries in the East had all failed. In the 
course of these often massive efforts by the progressive 
wing of the AFL, militant workers in hundred of mills and 
factories—the backbone of future organizing efforts—had 
been identified and fired by management. The federal un
ions themselves had been reduced virtually to empty shells 
populated more or less equally by bruised and intimidated 
workers and by watchful company spies.6 

The organizing failures of 1934 seemed to verify the be
liefs held by both factions in the AFL: to old-time traditional
ists, the failed strikes revealed conclusively that the federal 
union concept was as unworkable as they had always said 
it was. Labor's progressives had never really liked the fed
eral union approach either, but experimented with it as a 
step in the long campaign to induce the AFL leadership to ac
cept responsibility for the great majority of American work
ers engaged in mass production. 

As a practical matter, organizers familiar with America's 
mass production industries knew that union status could 
never be won without long and probably desperate recogni
tion strikes that would fully test the internal cohesion and 
group solidarity of the strikers themselves. Should victory 
be achieved, the thought of breaking up the instrument of 
victory—the local union the workers themselves had cre
ated in order to stand against management—seemed an in-
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sane proposition. The dismantling of the federal union 
meant dividing the workers into dozens of new groupings, 
under the control of people they did not know, had not 
fought alongside, and who sequestered themselves in 
far-off headquarters of "brotherhoods." The idea might 
harmonize with the institutional habits of encrusted 
twentieth-century craft structures, but it simply did not 
speak to the organizational demands of the industrial age. 
So felt labor's progressives in 1935, and so they had felt for 
the better part of two generations. Corporate capital com
manded big production units; only a big union could con
test such centralized power.7 

The creation of the Committee for Industrial Organiza
tions in 1935 addressed the institutional prerequisites, but it 
was the successful "sit-down" movement that began 
against General Motors in 1936 that provided labor with the 
tactical means to challenge corporate power in the mass pro
duction industries. Even more to the point, the organizing ex
perience of the late 1930s provided the CIO's leaders with 
the dominant ideas that were to govern Operation Dixie at 
war's end. 

The breakthrough sit-down strike—at the General Mo
tors Fisher Body Plant in Flint, Michigan—had an electrify
ing impact on the nation's mass production workers. In the 
immediate aftermath of the General Motors settlement, sit-
down strikes erupted not only throughout the automobile in
dustry, but in the steel, rubber, and electrical industries as 
well. The number of workers involved in sit-downs multi
plied into the tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, 
then millions. Recognition followed: the United Rubber 
Workers, the United Electrical Workers, the United Steel-
workers. Almost overnight, it seemed, the CIO had become 
the major force in American labor.8 This breakthrough was— 
in its operative feature of the sit-down strike—more a tacti
cal triumph than an ideological one. It is important to keep 
this distinction clear, as it bears directly on the strategy the 
CIO attempted to implement in Operation Dixie. 

The sit-down tactic countered the one continuing manage-
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ment weapon that had for over a century defeated workers' 
attempts to gain union recognition. Indeed, for workers, 
the scenario of labor-management conflict had long been 
both familiar and disillusioning: workers nursing grievances 
sufficiently overcame their fear of being fired to form a 
trade union to bargain for them; management refused to bar
gain; the workers struck and threw up picket lines; manage
ment hired strikebreakers; the strikers guarded the plant 
gates and forcibly prevented strikebreakers from entering; 
management appealed to political authorities for National 
Guard troops to "restore order" and "prevent violence"; 
management additionally obtained court injunctions against 
the pickets; the troops and injunctions cleared the path for 
strikebreakers to enter the plant; production resumed; the 
strike was broken; the union was destroyed. Strategically, 
in defining the balance of forces between American manage
ment and American labor, workers remained without bar
gaining power. But from a worker's standpoint, the specific 
problem was tactical—the inability of workers to halt produc
tion without bringing the full power of law enforcement 
down on the side of management. The sit-down strike pro
vided the long-sought tactical answer; it circumvented the 
picket line and its associated violence, and the excuse for call
ing in law enforcement officials. Management was reluctant 
to mobilize troops to storm factories under conditions that 
might cause damage to the equipment inside them.9 The sit-
down was also a tactic that workers immediately under
stood and wanted to implement. It offered the prospect of 
success, whether used by workers who saw themselves as 
Republicans, Democrats, Socialists, or Communists. After 
Flint, people believed it would work and, partly because of 
this belief, it did.10 

In summary, the sit-down strike was the tool that al
lowed the CIO to rapidly mobilize millions of industrial work
ers in the 1930s. It created, in some ways overnight, an 
enthusiasm that fired workers and organizers with the be
lief that management's tactics could be overcome. In the 
end, its effect was as much psychological as organizational 
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because it created a transforming "moment" that, in many 
cases for the first time, indicated to workers that they did 
have a measure of control over their work lives. 

Yet the CIO breakthrough in the North in the 1930s can
not be neatly summarized as the predictable result of one tac
tical refinement in labor's approach to organizing. The 
breakdown of the economic system was a fact of Depres
sion era life that no amount of free enterprise rhetoric 
could conceal from the society as a whole. The political re
sult had been the New Deal, with its avalanche of social legis
lation, including the National Industrial Recovery Act. 
Something on the order of what might be called a suppor
tive "pro-people" culture had come into being as a result of 
the widespread pain caused by the Depression. In ways 
not yet predictable, this new circumstance carried a mea
sure of popular sympathy for the plight of ordinary citi
zens, including mass production workers. Beyond this 
general political circumstance, the New Deal's more specific 
acts seemed to carry less weight.11 

The idea of targeting the most powerful corporations— 
U.S. Steel, General Electric and Westinghouse, Goodyear 
and Firestone—became a cornerstone of CIO belief. The sit-
down era was understood to be the period when the CIO or
ganized all the nation's basic industries save textiles. This 
belief was strengthened by the fact that the organization 
emerged from World War II with active locals in almost all 
the flagship corporations in America's industrial sector. The 
organizing reality, however, was much more complicated. 
The Ford Motor Company held out for five years, and 
equally tenacious opposition was encountered at Westing-
house in the electrical industry and at Goodyear in rubber. 
Even in organized industries, the CIO had difficulty build
ing strong locals. Membership withered by the hundreds of 
thousands after the renewed economic downturn of 1937, 
and 250 organizers in steel had to be laid off, even though 
30 percent of basic steel remained unorganized. The CIO, 
which boasted 4 million workers in 1938, actually had a dues-
paying total of 1.8 million in 1940.12 
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Nevertheless, an institutional model was in place, pro
pelled by the sheer momentum of post-1936 events, com
ing as they did after many decades of frustration and de
feat. The way to organize in a given industry was to knock 
off that industry's bellwether corporations: this was the 
Northern model in which the CIO's tactics, strategy, and or
ganization were grounded as it prepared to take on the 
South in Operation Dixie. 



II 
Postwar Realities 

A curious paradox confronted the American working 
class at the end of World War II. On the one hand, a great 
many workers had made significant gains in income since 
the low point of the Depression. For example, average 
weekly wages in manufacturing had risen 65 percent from 
December 1941 to April 1945, while the cost of living had in
creased only some 30 percent. Because of labor shortages, 
many workers were also able to move into better paying 
jobs. Additionally, throughout the nation workers had be
come accustomed to plenty of overtime at time and a half, 
so that gross income for millions of Americans had doubled 
and even tripled over anything they had known before the 
war. When compared with the frightening insecurity of the 
Depression, the war years represented a giant step for
ward.1 

Further, if the status of workers in general had im
proved, the condition of organized workers had improved 
most of all. The War Labor Board and the Office of Price Ad
ministration, augmented by a host of regulations adminis
tered by New Dealers in dozens of federal agencies, had 
produced a fundamental shift in the tri-lateral relationships 
among business, government and labor. If workers still re
mained the least of equals in this arrangement, and if busi
nesses still remained first, the domination of the economy 
by corporations was at least modified by the cultural author
ity that the government had obtained in exercising its man
date to win the war. To all appearances, "Dr. Win the 
War," whom Roosevelt had announced as the replacement 
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for "Dr. New Deal," had not represented quite the retreat 
from social progress that many ardent New Dealers feared. 

Aside from the very real economic gains made by Ameri
can workers during the war, the most important change 
seemed to be structural: organized labor had gained a perma
nent institutional place in American life. The footholds 
gained by the CIO in basic industries (and then substan
tially weakened during the final prewar recession) were al
most fully consolidated during the war. Some 80 percent of 
all workers in basic industries were dues-paying members 
of organized labor at the end of the war. The dues checkoff it
self had become largely institutionalized, providing conclu
sive evidence for many that American corporations had 
decided to live with the CIO on a permanent basis. In com
parative terms, at least, CIO treasuries were bulging from 
the monthly contributions of six million members.2 

No union's change in status seemed more pronounced 
than that of the long-embattled textile workers' union. Emil 
Rieve, the president of the consolidated Textile Workers 
Union of America (TWUA-CIO), had sat on the War Labor 
Board, a fact that in itself testified to the altered status of 
the labor movement. But beyond such cosmetic changes, 
the War Labor Board had real power, and its rulings during 
three rounds of wartime wage-price adjustments became in
creasingly prolabor. As a historian of the TWUA has con
cluded: "During each period, the TWUA's position in the 
industry improved significantly, to the point where, in 
1945, a government ruling was so pro-union that some 
firms reacted with open defiance of government controls 
themselves."3 

At the peak of textile organizing before the war, the 
TWUA claimed almost a quarter of a million recruits. But 
the relationship of the union to its members and to the com
panies with which it had contracts was so fragile that dues 
collections rarely reflected more than half that figure. This cir
cumstance changed dramatically during the war. The union 
had operated on deficit financing from the founding of the 
Textile Workers Organizing Committee in 1937 to the mid
dle of the war, before finally passing into the black. By 
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war's end, however, the TWUA counted 450,000 members, 
organized in a comparatively well-developed national, re
gional, state, and local union structure. War Labor Board rul
ings had played a significant role in this transformation.4 

If the general situation looked better from the standpoint 
of the textile union, the stronger and historically more pro
gressive internationals in the CIO arrived at war's end in 
an even more aggressive frame of mind. The social demo
crats who had consolidated their position in the United Auto
mobile Workers under Walter Reuther nursed dreams of 
transforming American society—to be spearheaded by the 
CIO in the immediate postwar years. The Steelworkers 
Union, a bit to the right of the UAW, and the Electrical and 
Rubber Workers, both a bit to the left, all nursed similar ex
pectations. With their organized membership freed from 
the shackles of the no-strike pledge, the labor movement 
would lead the way to a new society. After all, they could 
tell themselves, had they not, in the space of one decade, 
moved from a beleaguered minority in the AFL to some
thing approaching a position of bargaining parity with the 
world's largest corporations? Could they not shut down all 
the nation's basic industries, and the docks, and the truck
ing industry? Had not the climactic moment for industrial un
ionism arrived, the moment to usher in the "new America" 
that progressives had been anticipating since the great 
strikes of the 1880s and 1890s? As the CIO looked across 
the postwar landscape, its spokesmen were not timid in 
their appraisals of their prospects.5 

It was with some shock, then, that in the war's immedi
ate aftermath, labor found itself thrown completely on the de
fensive by a surprisingly aggressive business community. 
As the Truman administration came under steadily mount
ing pressure from business lobbyists, the labor movement 
found itself on the defensive inside the Democratic Party as 
well. When labor economists reported what rank-and-file 
members had already felt in their pockets—that real wages 
had declined almost 15 percent in the first three months fol
lowing the war—dismay extended far beyond those labor 
progressives who had dreamed of a transformation of Ameri-
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can society. Attempts at collective bargaining to gain cost-of-
living increases in line with the escalating rate of inflation 
met stony resistance—in steel, in autos, and, indeed, every
where. As a result, the great strikes of the autumn and win
ter of 1945-1946 were defensive strikes, designed to preserve 
the buying power of wages rather than to advance to a 
higher wage scale.6 

Yet as denounced by business spokesmen—and, omi
nously, by some in the Truman administration—labor's ac
tions were viewed by the society as a whole as being 
impetuous, greedy, or, more simply, radical. Increasingly, 
business spokesmen called attention to Communists as 
sources of labor unrest, despite the fact that the most visi
ble and disruptive strikes were in auto and steel, where left-
wing elements had been resoundingly defeated in internal 
battles in the UAW and the USW. But for many Americans, 
Reuther was not seen as a social democrat who had consoli
dated his influence over Communists; rather, he was increas
ingly depicted as the "radical boss" of the world's largest 
union, the 1,200,000-member UAW. During more than a 
year of strife following the victory over Japan in August 
1945, labor lost battle after battle in its campaign to retain 
price controls and preserve the purchasing power of union 
wages. In retrospect, it is clear that inadequate cost-of-
living increases were granted only at the cost of excessive 
price increases. The latter came initially in the cost of steel, 
and then inevitably, in the price of basic products made 
from steel.7 

Thus, at war's end, organized labor was in a peculiar posi
tion. Although emerging strengthened in numbers and 
with a level of cultural credibility it did not possess in the 
1930s, it found itself on the defensive in an increasingly con
servative society. In addition, its membership base in the 
North was being seriously threatened by the accelerating 
flight of companies to the nonunion South. At a time when 
labor's defensive strikes were commanding a great deal of 
its attention and resources, it was forced to make organiz
ing the South a top postwar priority and take immediate mea
sures to block the South as a nonunion haven for Northern 
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business. If textile and furniture manufacturers could "run 
away" to the South, so could a host of other industries. In ac
cepting this challenge, what labor leaders did not realize 
was the extent to which their strategies were tailored to a 
Northern, and pre-World War II, society. 

In 1946, the reality of social relations in the South did 
not mesh well with the Northern model. The South had a dis
tinct heritage, disfigured by a time-honored system of racial 
segregation, and heightened by generations of poverty and 
provincialism. Above all, the long history of racial and class 
hierarchy had produced stringent social controls unlike any
thing that could be found in the North. In the Southern econ
omy, tight cooperation among the owners of industry, the 
judicial system, and law enforcement agencies was re
garded as the natural order of things. It was "normal prac
tice." To be sure, the CIO had encountered police 
harassment and company thugs in a number of Northern 
states, and labor had its martyrs to show for it. But the 
bald hypocrisy and ruthlessness of sheriffs in Southern mill 
villages went quite beyond the patterns of management-
police cooperation common in the North. There really were 
no Northern "models" that could prepare the CIO for the im
placable hostility that awaited textile organizers entering a 
mill village for the first time. 

To have been adequately prepared, organizers and union 
leadership would have needed an intimate understanding 
of the decades-long history of Southern textile workers and 
of the actual day-to-day conditions of life in the industrial 
hamlets across the South. As a textile worker once explained, 

The company stores took all your money. I've seen 
plenty of people who didn't draw a cent on payday. It 
all went to the store. If you wanted to go to a show up
town, you went to the company store and got a pass. 
But the company store charged you for this and de
ducted it from your pay when payday came around. 
Even doctors' bills were paid through the company 
store.8 

How could people come to accept such treatment? Actu-
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ally, for most, such relationships with "the store" had been 
all they, their parents, and grandparents had ever known. 
Even before the coming of the mills, as sharecroppers or as 
rent tenants or as small landowners in the mountains and 
piedmont of the South, they had gotten their seed and sup
plies on "furnish" from the "furnishing merchants" who, 
like the company stores, conducted business wholly on 
credit. The "rednecks" of sharecropping and the "lint 
heads" of the mill villages lived so exclusively on credit 
from furnishing merchants and company stores that they 
rarely, if ever, saw actual money. The impact of this inheri
tance was so pervasive that refugees from sharecropping 
who found employment at mills that actually paid their work
ers in cash felt they had made a fundamental improvement 
in their way of life. A mill in a town (i.e., not in its own 
"mill village") that did not operate a company store was in 
the position of giving employment to workers who could, 
as one of them put it, "buy anywhere I pleased." It was a 
real change, one for which many workers felt grateful.9 

It would be an error of the first magnitude to pass lightly 
over this fundamental social circumstance of the postwar 
American South. Like other people, Southerners had 
dreams. And like other people, they knew the constraints 
under which they lived. In this fundamental sense, they 
were neither "mystified" nor "apathetic." The breath 
taking speed with which hundreds of thousands of Southern 
workers had, as one of them put it, "gone into battle" 
in the great general textile strike of 1934 testified both to 
the reality of their hopes and to their capacity for collective 
action. 

Nevertheless, in ways that historians and other social ob
servers cannot conclusively "prove" with concrete evi
dence, these hopes and this potential persisted in a social 
environment that steadfastly warred against their expres
sion. It was an environment of poverty—of poverty over 
many generations. It was a culture of dependence, again 
for many generations, on "the man" who ran the store and 
whose shelves contained the needs of life. It was, in the 
end, a culture that could at one and the same time encour-
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age traditional American hopes while confirming an inheri
tance of poverty and dependence. 

The history of organized labor in the South attested to 
the presence of these contradictory drives in Southern work
ers. It was an intricate history, one full of dogged determina
tion and violence that on occasion had involved large 
numbers of workers. Southern workers had, sequentially, 
been receptive to Knights of Labor organizers in the sugar 
parishes of Louisiana in the 1880s, to IWW organizers in 
the lumber industry in Texas after the turn of the century, 
to Communist organizers in Gastonia, North Carolina, in 
the 1920s, and, on many occasions stretching over two gener
ations, to the American Federation of Labor. There had 
even been an interracial general strike in New Orleans in 
1902. Textiles, in particular, had long been the center of in
tense organizing activity. A roster of textile mill towns in
volved at one time or another in intense labor struggles 
sounded like a roll call of the industry itself: Cannon, 
Cone, Burlington, and Erwin in North Carolina; Dan River 
in Virginia; Comer in Alabama; and Bibb in Georgia. But 
the large textile chains were by no means the only targets. 
Some of the most bitter struggles occurred in relatively 
small mill towns. Several, such as those in Marion in North 
Carolina and Elizabethton in Tennessee in 1929, attracted na
tional attention. A correspondent of the Nation described liv
ing and working conditions at Marion as "almost inde
scribably degrading."10 

The immediate organizational forerunner of Operation 
Dixie came just before World War II. It offered sober instruc
tion for the would-be architects of Operation Dixie. In 1937, 
the CIO's John L. Lewis created the "Textile Workers Organ
izing Committee" (TWOC) and appointed Sydney Hillman 
to head it. The ensuing organizing campaign in 1937 embod
ied an essentially Northern emphasis. Hillman divided the 
nation into eight regions; only two were located in the 
South. Some 500 organizers were placed on staff, with 350 
of them assigned to the six Northern regions. In effect, the 
TWOC was assigning organizers on the basis of existing re
gional membership, rather than on the basis of where its po-
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tential members were. In dispatching two-thirds of its orga
nizing staff to Northern states, it was trying to fill a leaking 
can. Between 1925 and 1940, for example, one of the great 
textile centers in the nation (Fall River, Massachusetts) had 
lost three-quarters of its production capacity, seventy-three 
mills totaling $60,000,000 in capital investment, to the 
South. If the union was to have a future, it lay in the 
nearly 500,000 textile workers below the Mason-Dixon line. 
The union did, however, take the precaution of disassociat
ing itself from the 1934 strike by hiring all new organizers, 
transferring the 1934 veterans "to regions where they are 
less well known." A victory was won quickly at the Coving
ton Mills in Virginia in March, the first of many that would 
come once the full organizing staff was deployed in June. 
But "again and again, mill hands voted in favor of the 
TWOC only to be suppressed by mill owners and local gov
ernments."11 

During the opening phases, 64,000 textile workers signed 
up, 50,000 of them in cotton mills. In North Carolina alone, 
workers outside Asheville turned in 20,000 pledge cards. 
Nevertheless, by October 1937, the specifics were quite omi
nous: the North Carolina staff possessed only a single con
tract covering 450 workers at the Edna Mills in Reidsville. 
The total for the entire South was seventeen contracts, total
ing 21,000 workers. At its peak in April 1937, the TWOC de
ployed 650 organizers nationwide; eleven months later, the 
union could afford to have only 249 on the job.12 

Undaunted, the TWOC won enough elections in the 
North to increase its duespaying membership in the region 
to 135,000 by 1940. Together with the 21,000 in the South, 
the union had doubled its 1937 strength and stood on the 
threshold of reorganizing itself as a permanent institution. 
The Textile Workers Union of America (TWUA), CIO, for
mally came into being in 1939, with Emil Rieve elected presi
dent and George Baldanzi vice president. The TWUA then 
stood in official opposition to the rump UTW (AFL), which 
counted a grand total of 1,500 members nationwide.13 

Meanwhile, the leading textile firms in the South step
ped up their aggressive personnel policies and defeated re-
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peated organizing efforts through what can perhaps best be 
described as legalized armed repression. In Greensboro, 
North Carolina, 6,000 workers walked out at Cone Mills to 
protest a 12.5 percent wage reduction in July 1938. They 
won an NLRB election in August and a second election in 
March 1939. But through what one historian described as 
"continued harassment and discrimination," Cone not only 
avoided signing these contracts, but also beat back organiz
ing attempts at every other mill in the chain's empire. Simi
larly, the TWUA won six elections at Burlington in 
Greensboro; but even when these were augmented by favor
able NLRB rulings forbidding company harassment, the 
union failed to achieve "even a foothold." The same pat
tern prevailed in the Erwin Mills in Durham, where manage
ment prevailed throughout three years of sustained TWUA 
effort.14 

Recalcitrant management was not the CIO's only prob
lem in the final prewar textile drive. The AFL joined manage
ment in criticizing the CIO's efforts. The federation's 
Southern representative, George Googe, a classic race-
baiting craft union conservative, issued frequent statements 
regarding the Communist menace represented by the CIO. 
All received wide press coverage in the South. It was a hint 
of things to come in Operation Dixie. 

The importance of organizing the textile industry in the 
South increased during World War II. The long decline of 
the industry in the North accelerated during the war. By 
1945, there were 250,000 fewer textile workers in Northern 
mills, and 100,000 more Southern textile workers, than at 
the start of the war. Simultaneously, the steady increase in 
Southern spindles continued. The balance was tilting 
decisively—a majority of the nation's million-odd textile 
workers would soon be found in the South, and the figure 
could be expected to increase in the postwar years.15 

In sizing up this challenge, on the eve of its Southern cam
paign in 1946 the CIO could look to substantial wartime 
gains, made not so much on the picket line as through gov
ernment resolutions of labor-management disputes that 
threatened the war effort. These government decisions ena-
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bled the CIO to consolidate its membership and achieve a 
dues checkoff in the nation's basic industries. One of the rea
sons the TWUA was able to contribute $125,000 to the cost 
of Operation Dixie was traceable to its wartime member
ship gains—to 400,000. 

As it prepared for its Southern drive, its gains since 1936 
indicated the CIO had achieved an historic breakthrough in 
the nation's mass production industries. If the CIO was not 
the nation's "one big union," it was, undeniably, a big 
union. Industrial unionism had come to America. Whether 
it would attain permanent status, or how healthy it would 
be, would depend in no small measure on how well Opera
tion Dixie progressed. 

The CIO's organizational model, derived from its North
ern experiences, now confronted the unique challenges of 
the South. Whatever the odds, however, the CIO leader
ship had high hopes. They were not alone. Some had had 
their sights set on the South long before 1946. Among them 
was a delegate to the TWUA's first convention in 1939, 
who would become the South Carolina director during Oper
ation Dixie. 

We, too, are going to have some of the good things of 
this life. We are going to get rid of the mill villages 
and company stores. We are not going to send our chil
dren to the company schools in order that the boss 
might teach them what he wants them to know. We 
are going to live like free, decent people.16 



Ill 
The "Holy Crusade" 

The specific strategy behind the deployment of CIO organ
izers across the South in May 1946 reflected a high-level 
CIO decision to create a tightly centralized operation, 
firmly under the personal control of the campaign's direc
tor, Van A. Bittner. The jurisdictional problems inherent in 
a multi-union drive received a simple, straightforward solu
tion: the CIO Southern Organizing Committee's (SOC) At
lanta office would decide after a successful organizing 
campaign which international union would inherit jurisdic
tion over the new CIO members. The assignment of organiz
ers to states and, at the outset, even to regions of states 
was similarly centralized in the Atlanta SOC office. The initia
tion fees to be collected with each signed union card would 
be sent to Atlanta; all petitions for NLRB elections would 
also be forwarded there; and finally, all state directors 
would report directly to Bittner, separate from any contact 
with their own internationals. To emphasize the subordi
nate role of everyone to Atlanta—and to stress, as well, the 
priority of organizing over political activity—Bittner in
structed all state directors to resign from any CIO Political Ac
tion Committee to which they might belong. The Southern 
Organizing Committee, radiating out of Atlanta, was to be 
a tightly knit, scalpel-clean force of trade union activists, 
stripped of any preoccupations that did not directly coin
cide with the task of organizing the unorganized. It was to 
be a "no frills campaign."1 

Bittner, a veteran of the United Mine Workers, had been 
appointed to head the Southern campaign by CIO Presi-
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dent Philip Murray one month earlier. Murray had also cho
sen George Baldanzi as deputy director of the drive. As it 
turned out, Bittner served Operation Dixie essentially as a 
civil servant carrying out the strategic wishes of Philip Mur
ray and the CIO Executive Board. Actual direction of the cam
paign was in the hands of the more energetic Baldanzi. 
Bittner could perhaps fairly be characterized as something 
more of a trade union functionary than a labor activist.2 

Throughout 1946, he was to spend much of his time in Wash
ington and New York. While in the Atlanta headquarters of 
Operation Dixie, he seemed content to push paper. George 
Baldanzi ran Operation Dixie. 

There was an unassailable logic behind Baldanzi's appoint
ment. From his work in the Dyers' Federation and the 
TWUA, he was familiar with the many branches of the tex
tile industry. He had also witnessed the deterioration of the 
New England textile industry, the union's original base, 
and had organized Southern textile workers during the 
war, including the victory at the Dan River and Riverside cot
ton mills in Danville, Virginia, in 1942.3 

Among other key appointments for Operation Dixie 
were the men assigned as state directors. In the six textile 
states, Baldanzi named men who, in the aggregate, consti
tuted an interesting cross section of the labor movement. 
Named as South Carolina state director was Franz Daniel, a 
college-trained "labor intellectual" who was experienced, 
personally engaging, and quite capable. Daniel's counter
part in North Carolina was William Smith. He coupled a cour
teous demeanor with a quiet passion to organize the textile 
industry. Tennessee's Paul Christopher was a social demo
crat, with associations that placed him a bit to the left of 
most textile organizers. More than most of the state direc
tors in Operation Dixie, Christopher could work easily with 
both ideological wings of the CIO. The Alabama state direc
tor, Carey Haigler, was more attuned to Washington than 
to the Southern rank and file, and was notably cautious on 
the race issue. Virginia's Ernest Pugh was remembered for 
his caution, and Charles Gillman, the Georgia state direc-
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tor, was recalled as an unprepossessing and earnest man 
who had something of the solid citizen about him.4 

The state directors set up state offices across the South in 
May and began assembling the diverse assortment of incom
ing organizers—representing scores of different interna
tional unions—into something approximating working 
teams. Aware of the Southern habit of reflexive hostility to 
"outside agitators," Baldanzi decreed that Operation Dixie 
would be staffed largely by Southerners and, if possible, vet
erans of World War II. Internationals were so instructed in 
advance. As a result of his wartime organizing experiences 
in the South, Baldanzi wished to insulate Operation Dixie 
as much as possible from any charge that the CIO was radi
cal, un-American, or alien to the Southern way of life. 

Like Bittner and TWUA generally, Baldanzi was safely in
sulated from the CIO's left wing and was, presumably, invul
nerable to red-baiting—a charge that was almost certain to 
be leveled at any CIO campaign. In the case of Operation 
Dixie, however, that accusation came even more quickly 
than anyone had expected, and from a quarter that was 
close to home. The assignment of state directors and organiz
ing teams was overshadowed in the public press by the 
reappearance of George Googe, the AFL's Southern 
representative, who reminded Southern newspaper editors 
of the red threat represented by Operation Dixie. The 
CIO's effort, he said, was in the hands of "broken down left-
wingers." Indeed the AFL went beyond press announce
ments. Alarmed by Operation Dixie, the AFL convened no 
fewer than 3,300 delegates from twelve Southern states to 
launch its own Southern campaign in May 1946. AFL presi
dent William Green sounded the tone that would dominate 
much of AFL rhetoric throughout the life of Operation 
Dixie: "Neither reactionary employers nor Communists in 
the CIO can stop the campaign of the American Federation 
of Labor to enroll 1,000,000 unorganized Southern workers 
in the next twelve months." Green advised Southern indus
trialists: "Grow and cooperate with us or fight for your life 
against Communist forces."5 

George Meany joined in the vituperation by calling the 
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CIO's National Executive Board "the devoted followers of 
Moscow." "The workers of the South have their choice," 
he added, 

between an organization of trade unions and trade un
ionists who have never swerved for single minute 
from the principle laid down long ago by Sam Gom-
pers—the principle that you cannot be a good union 
man unless you are first a good American—and an orga
nization that has openly followed the communist line 
and is following that line today.6 

Thus, one of Bittner and Baldanzi's first tasks in Opera
tion Dixie was to defend the CIO's Southern drive against at
tacks from the AFL.7 While buttressing its position against 
the AFL's charges, the SOC worked on refining its organiz
ing strategy. Operation Dixie was to reflect the 1930s organiz
ing model used by the CIO: the largest industries were to 
be targeted first, and the "toughest customers" in the larg
est industries were to receive the initial brunt of the organiz
ing assault. The priorities arranged themselves within these 
premises. Concentration was to focus on textile country— 
ranging from Virginia through the Carolina piedmont to 
the outer fringes of the industry in Georgia and Alabama. 
The top priority would go to North Carolina, where fully one-
third of all textile workers in the South resided. Within that 
state, the bellwether textile chain was Cannon; and within 
the Cannon empire's central complex—where 24,000 men 
and women labored—was the sprawling, deeply paternalis
tic company town of Kannapolis.8 

In targeting places like Kannapolis, the CIO strategy cen
tered on winning a symbolic victory, one not unlike the 
sensational 1937 triumph over General Motors at Flint, Michi
gan. The object was to create a transforming moment that 
would sweep away fear and mobilize a flood of Southern
ers into the CIO in much the same way that the epic vic
tory over General Motors had given the CIO an overnight 
national presence.9 

The CIO's strategy did not revolve around Kannapolis 
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alone, of course. Other flagships of the textile industry 
were also due for a reckoning: Burlington, Cone, Deering-
Milliken, Bibb, all anchored in the greater piedmont, plus 
the massive Avondale Mills in Alabama. Nor was Opera
tion Dixie to be solely a textile campaign. Other industries 
featured bellwether plants, too, each possessing both real 
and symbolic meaning. The enormous atomic center built 
in wartime at Oak Ridge, Tennessee, attracted the attention 
of the Atomic Workers Organizing Committee. The United 
Furniture Workers focused on such industry leaders as the 
Doak Finch plant at Thomasville, North Carolina, while the 
Oil Workers International Union, nurturing the break
throughs in petrochemicals at Port Arthur, Beaumont, and 
Houston, targeted the entire upper Texas Gulf Coast. All fit
ted within the CIO'S circumference of priorities.10 

Brave pronouncements in the public press notwithstand
ing, the CIO's resources paled when measured against 
such a grand agenda. A million-dollar budget and a cadre 
of 250 organizers sounded impressive, but the geographical 
dimensions of the South were impressive as well. More 
than 1,500 miles separated the mills of Virginia from the El 
Paso mines along the Rio Grande River in Texas. Upon in
spection, the seemingly robust figure of 250 organizers trans
lated into little more than twenty per state in the 
twelve-state region the CIO had outlined. In North Caro
lina, for example, Kannapolis alone swallowed up an organ
izing team of ten people.11 Slightly lesser numbers—from 
six to eight—dispatched to other top-priority targets rou
tinely consumed half the entire quota assigned to an embat
tled state director. In addition, the cost of underwriting 250 
organizers represented a huge drain on a national CIO organ
ization that faced an aggressive postwar business commu
nity throughout the Northeastern and Midwestern 
industrial heartland. The monthly checks sent South would 
become increasingly burdensome to union treasuries, de
pleted as they were by struggles close to home. The Dixie or
ganizers would have to move quickly, and attain success 
quickly. 

This, it turned out, did not happen. 



The "Holy Crusade" 27 

The CIO discovered that it was going to take time to get 
started. On paper, a half dozen or so organizers constituted 
a "team." But in reality, the Dixie staff straggled in one at a 
time from a score of internationals, each bringing different or
ganizing philosophies, experiences, and apprehensions. In
deed, for some weeks, it was not at all certain that all 
participating internationals would follow through on their 
pledges. The discovery of Bittner's intention to exercise 
iron control over jurisdiction alarmed the CIO's left-wing un
ions. This fear was intensified by Bittner's clearly expressed 
hostility toward Communists and toward political activity 
among organizers in general. Even with politics and ideol
ogy aside, the jurisdictional tangles were real enough. 

As the Southern effort opened, the left-wing Food, To
bacco, Agricultural, and Allied Workers union (FTA) organ
ized a conclave at Highlander Folk School in Tennessee to 
review the entire issue of participation in Operation Dixie, 
a meeting that brought the contradictions within the CIO, 
and within the CIO's left, into full view. Organizing the 
South was an old dream of labor radicals. In places like Gasto-
nia, North Carolina, and Harlan County, Kentucky, they suf
fered great losses in premature efforts to realize the dream. 
Radical support for the idea of Operation Dixie was there
fore beyond question; but Bittner's terms, which were, of 
course, Philip Murray's terms and those of the majority of 
the CIO General Executive Board, could be taken as an im
plicit attack on the left. The FTA wrestled with such ques
tions at the Highlander meeting, amid genuine anxiety, 
and eventually decided to participate in the campaign. How
ever, the issues of which new members were to go to 
which international, and which organizers were to be as
signed where, haunted Operation Dixie throughout its life. 
The immediate effect was to complicate the initial task of as
signing, briefing, and assembling the scores of two- to ten-
person teams that fanned out across the South in early 
June 1946.12 

Other institutional considerations, less threatening in the 
long run but no less complicating in the near term, bur
dened Bittner, Baldanzi, and their state directors. Some 
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fifty organizers within the initially available pool were "on 
loan" and remained on the payroll of their internationals. 
The Bittner-Baldanzi emphasis on textiles routinely resulted 
in the assignment of a number of organizers to textile 
plants who had little experience for the task. They were not 
familiar with the shop floor work practices in the industry's 
various branches and thus did not instantly understand the 
subtleties of the grievances of textile workers. This meant, 
quite simply, that they did not know how to exploit such 
grievances and use them as organizing aids. Indeed, their 
lack of familiarity with textile production processes under
mined their credibility with rank-and-file mill workers, who 
quite naturally wanted to feel they were associating with or
ganizers experienced in the industry and with relevant man
agement practices. The simple fact of the matter was that a 
veteran with unimpeachable credentials as a successful orga
nizer in steel might well be a flop with textile workers. Opera
tion Dixie, then, got underway amidst a certain amount of 
administrative confusion, false starts, staff animosities, and 
personnel reshufflings that extended into the early sum
mer.13 

One early source of trouble betrayed a deeper difficulty, 
existing below the level of staff relations with Atlanta— 
namely, the relations of the staff with rank-and-file work
ers. The question concerned a matter of seemingly 
mundane simplicity—the collection of initiation fees from 
newly signed workers, a fee from which only military veter
ans were to be exempted. This matter, an absolutely elemen
tary component of the organizing process, was to be 
handled in an understandably routine manner: workers 
signed a union card and paid a $1.00 initiation fee as evi
dence of their commitment to the union. Each week, field 
staff counted up all signed cards and sent in a comparable 
amount of money, with the noted exemption for veterans. 
In June, the first reports began to trickle in from the field 
staff, but the accompanying sums of money fell far short of 
the numerical totals reported; it was, it turned out, often diffi
cult enough to sign workers without asking for money at 
the same time. Bittner ordered his state directors to look 
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into the matter and a flood of correspondence ensued, as or
ganizers on the front lines generated elaborate explanations 
as to why fees were not being collected.14 

As every veteran labor organizer knew, the key compo
nent in winning over the majority of workers in all but the 
smallest plants revolved around the formation of an "in-
plant committee" (or workers normally selected from 
among the earliest rank-and-file union advocates) that 
could carry the union's story to the far corners of the work
place. Organizers could leaflet plant gates, distribute litera
ture, conduct house-to-house canvasses, hold innumerable 
meetings at all hours of the day and night, and prior to elec
tions even bring out the sound trucks; but only rank-and-
file workers could carry the message inside the plant. 
Outcomes of organizing campaigns turned on the judicious 
recruitment of this core group of new union members. 
Their quality was measured by their determination, their 
prestige among the other workers, energy, and—routinely 
in the South—their willingness to risk being fired for union 
activity. 

The recruitment of this core group went slowly in Opera
tion Dixie. Some organizers blamed the weather for the 
slow development of in-plant committees,15 while others fo
cused on police hostility,16 the opposition of ministers,17 the 
public pronouncements of elected officials,18 the harshness 
of company policies that intimidated workers,19 the 
graciousness of company policies that made workers grate
ful,20 or the Machiavellian nature of companies that were ca
pable of both.21 As might be expected, recruitment in 
company towns was considered by organizers to be diffi
cult, but the opposite was also pronounced to be true: work
ers who were more scattered were also hard to organize.22 

Overall, the field staff of Operation Dixie had begun to en
counter unexpected difficulty in enlisting the pivotal hard 
core of in-plant advocates. To encourage workers to come 
along, some organizers simply obtained signed cards with
out asking for the fees. In sum, the initial evidence from 
the field in the early summer of 1946 indicated that the 
World War II years had not quite broadened Southern atti-
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tudes toward unions as much as the planners of Operation 
Dixie had hoped. The South was going to be hard for the 
CIO to crack. 

No one, whether in the field or in the leadership, said as 
much publicly. Bittner instructed his state directors to issue 
strict orders that the initiation fee must be collected. In
deed, fee collecting had been so inconsistent that it clouded 
subsequent decisions as to when NLRB elections should be 
petitioned for; the card count in otherwise promising plans 
was often large but unreliable because workers had not 
been forced to commit themselves by handing over the one 
dollar fee when they signed their union cards. As a result 
of election defeats in plants where a large number of work
ers had signed union cards, Bittner also issued instructions 
that no NLRB elections were to be petitioned for without 
his permission. "The first job to be done," he said, "is to 
set up active, operating committees inside of the plant with 
special emphasis placed on Veterans committees."23 In one 
sense, administrative fumblings in June may be seen—and 
certainly were seen at the time—merely as "bugs" that had 
to be worked out of the system. Unfortunately, it soon be
came clear that more was required here than a simple case 
of fine-tuning. As June turned into July, reports could no 
longer reasonably focus on the routine chores of field staff
ers establishing a base, renting an office, "getting the lay of 
the land," or in the doubly hesitant phrase of one of them, 
"making preliminary initial contacts." Dixie required num
bers verified by accompanying initiation fees, and it became 
evident in July that the numbers were not there.24 

Organizing, like any kind of selling, requires good mor
ale. Bad news cannot merely exist; it must be explained 
away. Field reports across the South began to take on some 
of the elements of an art form. In their efforts to keep 
going, organizers unearthed a myriad of signs that they 
took as indications of progress, signs upon which they re
lied to such an extent that a special language, even a short
hand, grew up to describe them. "Committee No. 1 is 
functioning but had no new applications as of today," re
ported a summary account from Kannapolis. Indeed, the de-
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tails were more sobering than the summary: Committee 
No. 1 met "with hardly any attendance." There was not 
much need, under the circumstances, to report the activi
ties of Committee No. 2, as such a thing clearly did not exist. 

As Operation Dixie moved to a new plateau of anxiety, 
the artistry of report-writing consisted of finding new ways 
to explain away the absence of signed cards: "No members 
signed up. Strictly leg work." Vagueness on numbers was 
one solution: "That place is moving a little slow, but we are 
still signing up a few each week." But an even better solu
tion lay in discussing other matters: "Gained some good 
leads and made some progress on build-up." "Things at Fire
stone seem to be shaping up right nice." "I would call it a 
good day as reactions are favorable."25 

New terminology appeared. Organizers began to refer to 
the "throw-down rate" for leaflets they passed out to work
ers at plant gates. Thus a low "throw-down rate" became a 
major item in organizers' reports in textile country where 
concrete numbers could not be produced. A Virginia organ
izer passed out 500 leaflets "with less than ten thrown 
down." The technique could be extended to house-to-
house distributions of labor newspapers: "Bill and Red 
passed out the paper to the homes today and out of some 
950 homes only two refused to take the paper." In such 
ways did Dixie organizers fill up the pages of the reports de
manded of them, the absence of bad news inexorably becom
ing good news.26 

The chief instrument in the service of morale was not the 
coinage of new phrases about "throw-down rates," but 
rather sheer narrative skill as a complementary aid to their 
commitment to keep going under the pressure of intense op
position. The Alabama State Director for the Textile Work
ers Union of America, Edmund Ryan, head of a staff 
concentrating on textile organizing, hit a brick wall early. 
He made no reports for seven weeks and then managed 
deft distinctions in emphasis to different constituencies. To 
his own international's president in New York, he re
ported, "Our membership gains in textiles still remain 
about the same as previously. In other words, we are hold-
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ing our own." Ryan followed the next day with a report to 
the Atlanta headquarters of Operation Dixie in which he basi
cally tried to change the subject: "The relative slowness of 
the drive in textiles in Alabama does not reflect the success 
of the drive as a whole in the state. Tremendous victories 
have been won in wood, steel, and auto."27 Buried in the re
ports of the state directors in the heartland of the textile in
dustry was the awkward, almost unacknowledgeable lack 
of progress at the region's largest mills. Avondale in Ala
bama, and Cannon and Burlington in North Carolina, all 
seemed to remain inpregnable. If Ryan showed verbal skill 
in Alabama, Dean Culver, the staff director at Cannon, dem
onstrated a mastery of the evolving style: "Membership re
turns the past week will reflect the fact that much time has 
been spent by the organizers in developing and attempting 
to develop active committees among those already signed 
up rather than concerted signing by organizers." 28 

There was not yet reason for general disappointment, 
however. Some good news did materialize. Aside from tex
tiles, in smaller plants across the region CIO organizers 
began to sign enough recruits to warrant NLRB elections. 
And the CIO began to win most of them. After six weeks 
of concentrated effort, Bittner finally had a story to tell that 
was sufficiently promising to pass along to the editors of 
the CIO News in Washington. The Southern Organizing Com
mittee announced its first twenty-five victories on July 8. 
Two weeks later, Bittner was able to report to the CIO Gen
eral Executive Board in Washington that the victory total 
had risen to thirty-six. Putting the best face on events, as 
his own organizers had done in reporting to him, Bittner 
struck a heartily optimistic pose. He focused on percent
ages rather than on aggregate numbers. The thirty-six victor
ies in forty elections constituted "top-flight batting in any 
man's league." Stretching the evidence a bit, he added, 
"The program to date has been much faster than we antici
pated." But lest any of his audience conclude that Opera
tion Dixie had begun to resemble the great CIO organizing 
sweep of the late 1930s, he added, "Let's not kid ourselves. 
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None of our organizers have been killed by a mob of peo
ple rushing in to sign membership cards." 29 

Bittner's positive assessment received wide play in the 
commercial as well as the labor press; left unspecified was 
the nature of the victories. Most came in tobacco, or in 
Southern branches of highly organized Northern indus
tries—among auto, steel, oil, and packinghouse workers. Or
ganizers in lumber, furniture, paper, pulp, and woodwork
ing were struggling in a half-dozen states. And wood and 
wood products represented, with textiles, the heart of the 
CIO's organizing challenge.30 

Above all else, however, loomed the problem in textiles. 
The victories there stood at exactly one—at the Borden Manu
facturing Company, a 700-employee plant in Goldsboro, 
North Carolina. Unfortunately, Borden's significance as an 
indicator of the start of a trend was marred by the fact that 
it had been organized before, by the AFL, and thus did not 
qualify as the sought-after breakthrough. 

What Bittner, his roving textile ambassador at large, 
George Baldanzi, and the key Dixie state directors all knew 
was that the first big test in textiles would come in August. 
All eyes focused on three North Carolina mills scheduled 
for NLRB elections in the first half of the month. The first 
skirmish was to come on August 6 at Caramount, North Car
olina, home of the Sidney Blumenthal Company, a mill em
ploying 500 workers. Two days later, the 460 employees of 
the Pee Dee Manufacturing Company were to vote in 
Rockingham, North Carolina, followed the next day by the 
650 workers at the Hannah Pickett Mills in the same city. 
In no sense could these three modest mills be viewed in 
the same class as the sprawling Cannon empire, or Burling
ton, Avondale, Milliken-Deering, and the other giants of 
the Southern textile industry. These small plants were, never
theless, psychologically crucial for the Dixie staff and for 
the mass of nearby piedmont textile workers who—all 
knew—would be watching. 31 

On August 6, the TWUA culminated its campaign with 
an election day mailing to every employee. It betrayed, per-
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haps a bit more starkly than the organizers knew, the impor
tance they placed upon the outcome. 

Your election comes at the time the big drive in the 
South to organize all the workers is in full swing. Al
ready the CIO has won 39 out of 43 elections in this 
big drive. You will be the second Textile Workers to 
vote under this drive. You are also bringing hope to 
those who are looking forward to the day when every 
worker in America will be under the supervision of a 
government agent. The election will be secret. No one 
will know how you vote. AMERICANS NEVER STAND 
STILL. GO FORWARD BY VOTING FOR THE UNION.32 

The election was close, but the CIO lost. The tally was 260 
for "No Union" and 219 for the TWUA-CIO.33 

Despite this setback, the remaining two mills offered the 
CIO somewhat better reason for hope. Management was 
more intransigent at the Hannah Pickett and Pee Dee mills 
than at Caramount, thus giving CIO organizers more griev
ances to exploit. In addition all echelons of the CIO staff 
had taken a hand in the Hannah Pickett and Pee Dee cam
paigns: Frank Bartholomew, the local organizer in charge; 
D. D. Wood, in charge of the Southern area of the state; Wil
liam Smith, the North Carolina state director; and even 
George Baldanzi. In a special report to Smith two weeks be
fore the election, Wood characterized the overall situation 
at both plants as "very bright. "Admittedly, "some strong 
company opposition" had surfaced, especially at Hannah 
Pickett, where the company had decided during the month 
before the election to grant a wage increase of eight cents 
an hour. Red-baiting had appeared there, with the com
pany posting anti-union notices in the plant. While there 
seemed to be "quite a lot of fear" in the plant, he remained 
optimistic. The Pee Dee plant seemed in even better shape: 
"probably 90% or 95% of the people signed up."34 It was 
with some shock, then, that CIO staff learned they had 
been decisively crushed in both plants in consecutive elec-
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tions on August 8 and 9. The vote against the CIO was 315 
to 95 at Pee Dee and 496 to 105 at Hannah Pickett.35 

These numbers sent a wave of gloom through the CIO 
leadership. Indeed, North Carolina Director Smith was in
duced to review his entire organizational structure. Not 
only was the previous work of Bartholomew, the local 
organizer—and of Wood, his area superior—called into ques
tion, but also that of other leaders of organizing teams scat
tered throughout the Carolina piedmont. In the immediate 
aftermath of these three textile defeats, Smith reviewed all 
his organizers' narrative explanations and concentrated on 
the numerical substance. The exercise was not reassuring. 
A graceful and urbane man, Smith was incapable of rough 
language. However, his post-Rockingham admonition to 
the head of his Wilson, North Carolina, organizing team re
flected more than a new realism; it also revealed an edge of 
panic. Three weeks before the Rockingham debacle, the Wil
son organizer had said, in the course of an otherwise optimis
tic report, that things didn't "look too good" for the CIO in 
textile plants in Rocky Mount and Roanoke Rapids. The 
bulk of his report dealt with tobacco—even though that in
dustry had far fewer workers than textiles. Smith wrote in re
sponse: 

I realize that you have been having your hands full 
and I know you haven't had too much time, but I do 
want to ask you a few questions. We do not seem to 
be getting any initiation fees in from our textile plants 
in your area and I am wondering what the devil is hap
pening and what our organizers are doing and the 
cause of this let down.36 

The same patterns were evident in Virginia and South Caro
lina, as well—very slow progress in the bellwether textile 
plants, clearly insufficient to warrant an election, and crush
ing defeats in those smaller textile mills where elections 
had been held.37 

As the summer wore on, individual setbacks turned into 
an almost uninterrupted litany of defeat. In Alabama, the 
giant Avondale Mills proved approachable but unwinnable, 
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while smaller plants were not even approachable. At Ge
neva and Enterprise, Alabama, police hostility and harass
ment were augmented by squads of workers—allied with 
the Klan—who stormed the hotel where CIO organizers 
had checked in and forced them to leave town. Organizing 
defeat and physical harassment surfaced in Georgia, Tennes
see, and South Carolina as well. In a decisive ninety-day per
iod from early August through mid-November, evidence 
accumulated from everywhere: the drive to organize the 
Southern textile industry had been decisively defeated.38 

For the TWUA itself, the result was a calamity. The inter
national's investment in Operation Dixie was a staggering 
$95,000 per month, slightly more than the total sum contrib
uted to the Southern Organizing Committee by all the 
other internationals in the CIO. And the outcome was to
tally unambiguous; no amount of arithmetic shuffling could 
explain away the vastness of the defeat. Not only were elec
tions lost in small and medium-sized plants from one end 
of the textile belt to the other, but a far greater number had 
not even been brought to the threshold of elections. All the 
giants were standing untouched. Operation Dixie had col
lapsed in textiles. 

Inevitably, the realities in textiles meant that Operation 
Dixie itself was in crisis. Whatever the long-term outcome, 
the evidence was clear by early autumn that the South was 
not to be transformed. The legions of "Dixiecrat" conserva
tives the region sent to Washington—a tide of Congressio
nal votes that had made the New Deal coalition a besieged 
minority in Congress—would continue. Dreams of a giant 
labor vote to undergird a steadily more progressive Demo
cratic Party would have to be laid aside. Even before the No
vember 1946 elections confirmed the extent of the bad news 
for labor, the long-term prospects seemed clear from the ear
lier election returns coming in from NLRB contests across 
Dixie. It now seemed certain that a new conservative ortho
doxy would characterize the postwar politics of America.39 

How had it happened? Historical memory is a complex 
phenomenon. In the summer of 1946, CIO organizers tried, 
in a complex display of human ingenuity and optimism, to 
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put the best possible face on the disastrous events in which 
they had become entangled. Years later, they could be very 
candid in their views on Southern workers. 

From a textile organizer: 

They would not stop and talk to you at the gate be
cause the bosses are standing off looking, see. Then 
you'd run into this stuff: "I wish you wouldn't come 
to my house no more. I got a nosey old neighbor over 
yonder and they tell their boss everything they know 
of." That kind of thing. Just scared. Bless their hearts, 
you just felt so sorry for them.40 

From a labor lawyer: 

I remember sleeping in a little wooden hotel in one of 
those towns and someone shot through the hotel one 
night. I had a great big old steelworker who shared a 
room with me after that. I was not anxious to be a 
hero.41 

In the difficult summer of 1946, a well-known labor pro
gressive, Palmer Weber of Virginia, was sent on a mission 
to Greensboro, North Carolina. Years later, he recalled play
ing poker with CIO organizers assigned there—"a lot of 
nice young fellows from New York, Socialists." 

One of them was saying how hopeless this whole 
thing was. He said, "I'm beginning to think our prob
lem is to get out of here alive." "What do you mean," 
I said. Well, a week ago he had been out at Cone 
Mills, distributing leaflets. Workers came out—wham— 
hit him, knocked him right down. I said, "You're sure 
it wasn't company police?" "No. No, it was the work
ers," he said. "A group of them said to me, 'Don't 
ever come back around here. We don't need you. 
You're going to cost us our jobs.' " I said, "Well, 
what did you do?" He said, "I'm not going back there 
and distribute leaflets again. They might kill me."42 

After two and a half months of trying to organize textile 
workers in Greensboro, the organizer realized that the work-
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ers he approached saw him as an enemy, rather than a poten
tial ally in their struggles for a better life. While the news de
feated the young man, it hardly surprised Weber: 

These people had just come off of cut-off and cut-over 
woods, and come off of red clay country farms. They 
figured these were the best jobs they had ever had. 
Their brains were soaked in the Depression mentality 
of the 1930s. When they saw a union organizer, the 
union organizer was a threat to their jobs.43 

None of these judgments, whether related to the ferocity 
of the opposition or the depth of "fear" in Southern work
ers, can be taken at face value. As will become evident, the 
complexities of the social realities into which the CIO South
ern Organizing Committee intruded in 1946 cannot be eas
ily compartmentalized or neatly summarized. Matters of 
race and religion, as well as the historical legacy of poverty 
and paternalism, all helped to weave the blanket of resist
ance that ultimately suffocated the CIO. Similarly, a mea
sure of evidence accumulated that the CIO itself 
contributed to the failure. Although each of these ingredi
ents merits attention in appropriate sequence, it seems use
ful to consider briefly some other concrete, on-the-scene 
interpretations. 

The demonstrable elan visible in CIO organizers who cov
ered the South in June was sustained through mid-summer 
amid a generally shared understanding that "it took time to 
get things started."44 The August defeats in textiles—the in
dustry that had attracted more organizing attention than 
any other—sent the first shock through the CIO staff. The en
suing six weeks were traumatic, mounting frustration 
slowly ebbing away into despair, silent resignation, and, fi
nally, anger. The judgments that emerged from this variety 
of reactions were equally varied. Some blamed the CIO for 
placing Bittner and Baldanzi in charge, "Northerners who 
did not understand the South."45 Some blamed the Commu
nists.46 Some blamed the Communist issue.47 Some, as we 
have seen, blamed the workers, while some emphasized 
the incompetence of other organizers.48 Quite a number 
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blamed the race issue,49 and some, boosters to the bitter 
end, declared the effort a success.50 

In the aggregate, the shocking defeats of August, con
firmed in September, forced the CIO leadership into the 
deepest kind of soul-searching. Early in October, the CIO or
ganization in the most important textile state, North Caro
lina, participated in four elections. Two, in small tobacco 
plants, were won; and two, in textiles, were lost. The state di
rector, William Smith, reacted by writing an intimate and re
vealing letter to Bittner: 

Frankly, I am worried and heartsick about the loss of 
these two textile elections this week as I realize only 
too well that unless we crack some of the major textile 
mills in the state, the rest will not mean too much. I 
never wanted to do anything more in my life than to 
do a real job in the textile industry. The lethargy and 
disinterest of the textile workers is enough to frustrate 
anyone and frankly, while I have some ideas, I do not 
know the answer to it all.51 

The impasse the Southern Organizing Committee faced 
in textiles was truly baffling. There seemed to be two dis
tinct ways for textile companies to thwart the CIO. Most com
mon was the adoption of a stance of unrelenting 
intransigence, a tactic evidenced in the managerial styles of 
mill executives at Sumter in South Carolina, Elizabethton in 
Tennessee, Milliken-Deering and Bibb in Georgia and 
Avondale in Alabama, and in a score of large- and medium-
sized plants in the North Carolina heartland of the indus
try. While the tactics of intransigence varied in style from 
mill to mill, there were patterns. Local law enforcement au
thorities often shadowed CIO organizers from the moment 
they arrived in town, accosting them in public places, arrest
ing them for leafletting or for using a sound truck. Quite fre
quently, they were detained merely for "questioning." The 
effect was not merely to impede the process of orderly 
trade union activity, but, more important, to engage in 
what might be described as a cultural war to discredit individ
ual CIO representatives and the CIO itself. 
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Many other ingredients made up the thick mixture of in
transigence. Workers showing initial responsiveness to or
ganizing appeals could be called in by the company for a 
quiet conversation about the implications of worker participa
tion in CIO "in-plant committees," and references made to 
past employees who similarly allowed themselves to be
come known for their prolabor sympathies. Such employ
ees, it could be noted, were no longer around. Rumors 
about the CIO penchant for "race-mixing" could serve to 
rile some workers—it did not take many—to go en masse 
to confront and threaten CIO organizers. Should the organiz
ing team make measurable progress despite such hazards, 
other tactics were available. The rumor could spread that 
the mill would shut down in response to unfavorable 
NLRB election results. If necessary, rumor could turn into a 
public statement to the same effect, offered either explicitly 
or implicitly by management and duly publicized in the 
town or mill village newspaper. Employee fear was the mill 
owners' most useful weapon against the CIO. In apprehen
sion, CIO staffers told one another, "We have to find some 
way to get the fear out of these people."52 

Yet the grievances of textile workers were both real and 
multiple. It was widely understood that Southern mill work
ers were paid less, often far less, than their counterparts else
where. Tight supervision, both in the plant and throughout 
the mill village, made working conditions oppressive and 
life itself difficult. Job security was fragile in some plants 
and nonexistent in most of them. Vacations, sick leave, and 
health protection were minimal or entirely absent. Safety 
standards were low and accidents on the job, especially in 
older mills, were frequent. Workers' grievances were so pro
nounced and so long-standing in some places that workers 
essentially organized themselves soon after the first arrival 
of CIO representatives. NLRB elections, in such cases, 
could be obtained with relative speed. More often than not, 
however, what happened after election dates were set de
moralized the field staff of Operation Dixie. Intransigence 
of mill management—even historically rooted resistance 
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going back more than a generation—could suddenly disap
pear, to be replaced by conciliatory attitudes that mill work
ers found startling. Union proposals on wages and working 
conditions around which the CIO had organized could—up 
to the very eve of NLRB elections—be resisted, but then par
tially, substantially, or totally accepted by management. 
The thought accompanying these actions was direct, sim
ple, and appealing to many: "We can settle any problems 
we might have right here in the family, without outsiders 
coming in and telling anybody what to do. We don't need, 
in our town, these coming in and trying to 
change our Southern traditions." The blank could be filled 
in with various phrases of description, depending upon 
the predilections of individual mill executives: Yankees, 
radicals, Communists, race-mixers, thugs, CIO conspirators, 
or non-Southerners with foreign-sounding names. 

In some mill villages, only those descriptive phrases 
were necessary in order to dampen union possibilities; in 
others, the phrases gained cultural authority only after mar
ginal or sweeping concessions were offered by man
agement. As textile organizers knew from past experience 
(or discovered in the course of Operation Dixie), mill own
ers could prevail by being aggressive, by being conciliatory, 
or by being both in sequence. At year's end, the frustration 
and despair of the Carolina leadership had seeped into 
every corner of the Southern campaign. Like William 
Smith, they "did not know the answer to it all." In early De
cember, a statewide meeting of organizers in Tennessee pro
duced a summary judgment so ominous it had to be 
softened: "There is a certain amount of defeatism."53 

After only seven months, the "Holy Crusade" had pro
duced results that called for an overall revaluation at the 
highest levels of the CIO. The 1946 national CIO conven
tion at Atlantic City heard Bittner's report with outward dis
plays of understanding and occasional reaffirmations of 
militance. But international presidents, in many cases ur
gently pressed by their treasurers, placed rhetoric alongside 
the balance sheet of income and expenditures. It was no con-
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test. Operation Dixie was costing $144,000 a month while 
the balancing inflow from initiation fees and union dues 
was not remotely comparable.54 

In the leading Southern industries—textiles, tobacco, 
wood and wood products—the results were difficult to be
lieve. In trades allied with wood, some 340,000 potential re
cruits were available to the International Woodworkers of 
America, the United Paper Workers, and the United Furni
ture Workers. Operation Dixie organized fewer than 25,000 
in 1946. The Woodworkers gained 3,887 new members in 
Mississippi. The union added 2,774 in Arkansas, 1,401 in 
Louisiana, and 1,207 in Tennessee. The Woodworkers' mem
bership in every other Southern state was less than 1,000. 
The United Furniture Workers of America recruited 1,400 in 
Tennessee, 1,350 in North Carolina, and 1,000 in South Caro
lina. The highlight was a dramatic victory at Thomasville, 
North Carolina, after a protracted strike and a bitter, exhaust
ing boycott. This victory brought 1,200 new CIO members. 
Sadly, this constituted almost 95 percent of the North Caro
lina total for the year. The South wide total in furniture in 
1946 was 6,245.55 

The CIO tobacco workers' union (FTA) performed well, 
its twenty-three election victories in North Carolina account
ing for a statewide gain of 7,582 and a total membership in 
the state in excess of 20,000. Considerable progress had 
been made in the cigarette industry as well. Virginia's total 
of 9,000 organized tobacco workers resulted mainly from 
the Southern drive. But though the cigarette industry was es
sentially organized, the number of employees in tobacco 
was small, as these figures indicate. It was textiles and 
wood products upon which the fate of Operation Dixie de
pended.56 

At the 1946 Atlantic City convention, the national CIO 
was forced to concede, in its internal discussions, that Opera
tion Dixie had become unaffordable. Almost $800,000 had 
been spent since the campaign opened in the late spring. 
The figure was short of the projected budget of over one mil
lion dollars; but even at that level, the drain was too much 
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for embattled internationals facing difficult trials in their 
Northern bases.57 

Huge staff reductions in Operation Dixie were decided 
upon at Atlantic City. In November, North Carolina had 
counted forty-five affiliated staff organizers; Georgia, thirty-
eight; Tennessee, twenty-eight; Virginia, twenty-two; Ala
bama, twenty-one; and South Carolina, seventeen. These 
organizing teams, spread over the heartland of Southern tex
tiles, represented a majority of the CIO monthly operating in
vestment in the Southern drive. All state budgets were cut 
in half. William Smith was forced to terminate twenty-three 
of his forty-five-member team in North Carolina in the first 
week of December. Reductions were comparable in other 
states, extending beyond textiles to the other industries in 
the Southern drive.58 

The impact of these events on the morale of Southern in
dustrial labor was devastating, although a brave face was 
put on events by Bittner. Though the ruthless staff reduc
tions reflected a "re-examination of the whole Southern cam
paign" by the CIO leadership at Atlantic City, Bittner 
insisted that the action did not mean that the CIO cam
paign in the South was "being called off or discontinued." 
However, the long-term political implications of these organi
zational readjustments were already clear by the first week 
in December, following as they did on the heels of the Repub
lican landslide the month before. State directors had to sum
mon a new resolve. "The time has come when we must 
forget the election and everything else except our job of orga
nizing," Tennessee CIO director Christopher informed his 
lead organizer in Knoxville. "Our union is the only stabiliz
ing force of real consequence in America today."59 

For those no longer on the payroll, other explanations 
were called for. Perhaps the most poignant example of 
what might be called the "termination correspondence" tran
spired between Jesse Smith, a discharged South Carolina or
ganizer, and George Baldanzi. It also revealed one of the 
hazards of organizing: the damage done to the CIO's credibil
ity in leaving workers behind, without a union. Wrote Smith, 
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Mr. Daniel informed us that the entire CIO staff in Spar
tanburg, S.C., was being laid off . . . which means, as 
the workers at the Brandon mill will phrase it, that 
the whole CIO campaign is a flop, and many of them ex
press their regret that they had ever confided in the 
CIO. 

Baldanzi groped for an explanation. As for the Atlantic City 
decision, "It was felt that we should encourage the interna
tional unions of the CIO to provide organizers where at all 
possible. . . . This naturally meant laying off some of the 
CIO staff throughout the South." Turning to the immediate 
organizing crisis, Baldanzi added, "I think you ought to 
make clear to the workers at the Brandon Mill—or any 
other mill in Greenville—that the campaign of organization 
will go on, even though it may not be carried on at the 
same tempo it has up to this time."60 

Yet it was precisely here—on the matter of "tempo"— 
that the tragedy of the American labor movement became in-
controvertibly visible. In the North Carolina piedmont, a 
twenty-eight-year-old Southerner named Dean Culver had 
headed an organization team of ten. For months they had 
confronted the sprawling Cannon mill town of Kannapolis. 
They had been variously ignored, responded to, harassed, 
and arrested. The staff had been reshuffled and Culver him
self replaced. In the course of various struggles, the organiz
ing team had been augmented beyond the ten originally 
assigned. However, nothing had thus far availed. The num
ber of signed cards had not yet reached 10 percent of the 
24,000 work force. In December 1946, it was clear there 
would never be twenty organizers mounting a concerted ef
fort in Kannapolis; nor would ten organizers maintain a 
daily presence. Rather, the Cannon Mills would have as
signed to it five union organizers.61 

At the other end of the textile belt, the largest organizing 
team in Alabama had challenged the huge Comer Mills at 
Avondale for seven months. After all their efforts, they had 
fewer than 1,000 signed cards among the 7,500 workers. 
The issue, after the organizing team had been cut in half in 



The "Holy Crusade' 45 

December, went beyond matters of strategy: how could 
they achieve with four people what they had failed to 
achieve with eight, and sometimes with fifteen? 

But the collapse of Operation Dixie had other implica
tions, chiefly relating to the balance of forces across the re
gion. This involved the most fundamental questions about 
the South, about the CIO, and about the entire American 
labor movement. What had happened in 1946 "down 
South?" What was the source of the "fear" on the part of 
workers that had surfaced in a thousand organizers' re
ports? Where lay the essence of the catastrophic defeat in tex
tiles? Why did workers beat up union organizers? Why 
were ministers so actively hostile? Where did the race issue 
fit in? Or ideology? In sum, what was the social reality that 
derailed the CIO's "Holy Crusade" in the American South? 
What did the architects and the rank-and-file of Operation 
Dixie confront and what did their defeat mean? 



IV 
A Case Study in Textiles 

Defeat at Kannapolis 

Since the textile industry historically had proven most re
sistant to unionization, the organizational drive in textile 
country was clearly the first priority of Operation Dixie. 
The priority, however, was not merely a Southern one. Tex
tiles constituted the preeminent "runaway" industry; the 
flourishing mills in the South represented the other side of 
the coin from the closed plants in the North.1 The cam
paign in textiles thus built upon the underlying strategic ra
tionale of Operation Dixie—to protect labor's recently 
acquired and still fragile base in the North. Unfortunately, 
the very industry on which Operation Dixie's success de
pended turned out to be the one in which it showed the 
least success.2 

Almost all the hazards the CIO faced in trying to orga
nize textiles were at work at the huge Cannon Mills in Kan
napolis, North Carolina. Kannapolis was the largest mill 
village in America, an unincorporated city of 50,000. Its 
owner, Charles Cannon, was firmly in control of the town's 
economic, political, and social climate. Almost every street, 
every home, even the fire stations and grocery stores were 
owned by Cannon. The mayor, the police chief, and the min
isters were all part of the Cannon "family," as were, of 
course, the workers. In every way, Kannapolis provided 
graphic physical evidence of the meaning of the word 
"paternalism." 

The first thing that distinguished textile operations from 
other industries in the South was their size. Not only were in
dividual textile plants often larger than plants in other indus-

46 
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tries, they were often part of a chain and clustered together 
in the same, or a nearby, town. To organize one plant in a 
company might simply lead to a shift in production to one 
of the others, causing layoffs and derailing the organizing 
drive. Thus, all the nearby plants had to be approached by 
the union at the same time. This situation also increased 
the number of workers involved, further complicating the 
task of organizing. In Cannon, Plants 1 and 4 consisted of 
eleven mills at Kannapolis, and Plants 2, 5, 6, 9, and 10 
housed six additional mills in the adjoining village of Con
cord. The Cannon chain had a total of four other small 
plants, three of which were in nearby China Grove, Salis
bury, and Thomasville.3 Thus, twenty of Cannon's twenty-
one mills were concentrated around the main hub of 
Kannapolis,4 employing some 24,000 workers. 

The structure of the industry imposed harsh strategic 
choices upon the managers of Operation Dixie. Sheer size 
in textiles seemed to force upon the CIO a choice between 
mobilizing an enormous campaign against all the plants in 
a given chain or mounting no campaign at all. The alterna
tive would have been a small-plant agenda, first organizing 
the rest of the industry one plant at a time, prior to begin
ning any assault on the bellwethers. 

Attempting to organize bellwether plants had serious 
drawbacks, however. One of the most compelling argu
ments against it stemmed from the fact that bellwether 
plants were often the only industry in an area and had 
been built with their own mill towns around them. The 
level of control that owners of such plants exercised over 
the lives of their workers was much greater than that found 
in towns with more than one employer. The peculiar prob
lems posed by the paternalism of textile mill villages added 
an altogether different dimension to the task of union orga
nizing and more often than not made an organizer's job sig
nificantly more difficult. 

At the same time, however, any strategic campaign that 
turned on organizing small plants, plants whose owners ex
ercised less community control than those with their own 
mill villages, also presented significant obstacles. The most 
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intimidating prospect turned on the probability that a small-
plant agenda would be immensely time-consuming. Across 
the South, small 50-to-500-employee textile plants were so 
numerous that literally hundreds of organizing campaigns 
would have to be sustained. This constituted a logistical bur
den well in excess of the CIO's resources.5 It made no eco
nomic sense. The national CIO could not afford to keep 
hundreds of organizers in the field while they chipped 
away for years at hundreds of small textile mills scattered 
across the South. The trickle of dues-paying members thus 
obtained could never generate enough funds to offset the or
ganizing overhead: the CIO would go broke trying to sup
port a small-plant agenda. 

Moreover, in terms of the CIO's organizing traditions, a 
small-plant campaign had no "transforming" element that 
could sweep away fear and help stimulate among workers 
a new vision of society. A victory at a small plant was . . . 
a victory at a small plant. It sent no galvanizing signal to 
the South's long-suffering working class. Without the kind 
of mobilization stimulated in the North in the late 1930s, 
the CIO could expect no breakthrough in the huge textile 
chains that dominated the region. 

Reflecting the importance of textiles to Operation Dixie's 
success, the CIO leadership hedged its bets by choosing a 
compromise between the large and small-plant strategies. 
While the drive would concentrate on the giant chains, the 
most promising of the smaller plants—those with a known 
history of worker discontent—would also receive a measure 
of attention. Regional assignments reflected these assess
ments. Of all the Southern states, North Carolina, as the 
center of the textile industry, received the largest number. 
Of the twenty-five organizers assigned to North Carolina 
in late May and early June 1946, fifteen were assigned 
exclusively to textiles, with the remainder divided 
among all other types of industry, most prominently 
tobacco and wood and wood products. Of the fifteen organ
izers in textiles, ten were dispatched to Kannapolis under 
the direction of a thirty-two-year-old organizer named 
Dean Culver. 
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The son of a railroad worker and a native of Iowa, Cul
ver had come to North Carolina at the age of twenty-two in 
1936. He had found employment in the town of Badin, a com
pany town owned by Alcoa Aluminum. The traditional as
sortment of control, benevolence, and fear characteristic of 
company towns was at work in Badin. Yet Culver was able 
to organize the plant and carry it into the CIO. He was, 
with some justice, proud of his achievement, one that had 
brought him to the attention of CIO leaders in the South 
and had led to his appointment at Kannapolis. A political 
progressive and an experienced organizer, Culver brought 
a certain measure of confidence to his assignment as head 
of the organizing team at Cannon. 

None of Culver's initial ten staff members were from Kan
napolis. Most, like Culver himself, had caught the attention 
of Operation Dixie planners through their work during orga
nizing drives in their own plants across the South. Kannapo
lis itself had been free of such campaigns since the activity 
accompanying the 1934 national textile strike. Although sev
eral staff members on the Cannon drive had had at least 
some experience in previous mill village campaigns, and 
some had grown up in mill villages, they were not fully pre
pared for the elaborate portrait of sophisticated paternalism 
that they encountered in Kannapolis. 

The CIO team's first discovery concerned the prestige of 
Charles Cannon himself. As president and chairman of the 
board, Cannon maintained a highly visible level of involve
ment in the lives of his workers—to the extent that both Can
non Mills and the town of Kannapolis became extensions of 
his personal presence, influence, and power. In spite of the 
size of Cannon's mills in Kannapolis, he was able to main
tain a bond with his workers that felt relatively "personal" 
and special to them. A CIO organizer who married a for
mer Cannon employee confirmed the popular impression. 

They loved Mr. Cannon. Everybody loved him. He 
was their daddy. The father, the grandfather, the great
grandfather, all lived here. And everybody looked to 
Uncle Charlie Cannon. He was a Santy Claus. "He 
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was good to my daddy. He was good to my grand-
daddy. He was good to my great-granddaddy. He 
give us a job, give us a place to live." They'd say, "I 
gotta be faithful to him. Long as he likes me, he'll 
take care of me."6 

So pervasive was this view of Charles Cannon among the citi
zens of Kannapolis that CIO staffers came to call it "the Can
non myth." It was something to be avoided while 
organizing. One could criticize hiring practices, work rules, 
wage levels, and sparse fringe benefits. But one could not 
criticize "Uncle Charlie." To do so would have been counter
productive to effective recruitment. Culver was not de
terred. Badin was located fewer than thirty miles from 
Kannapolis and Culver felt he was in touch with the aspira
tions that lurked beneath the surface of this public display 
of affection and gratitude for Charlie Cannon. 

There were, however, certain tangible signs, materializ
ing out of preliminary organizing efforts in Kannapolis, 
that indicated the campaign would be neither easy nor 
quick. The town itself contained no motels or rental prop
erty, as it was an unincorporated township owned wholly 
by the company. The CIO staff, therefore, could find nei
ther housing nor an office there. They secured both in the ad
jacent town of Concord.7 The town's physical layout 
generated a special psychological impact. Plant 1, the heart 
of the Cannon chain, was described by one awed organizer 
as "a huge collection of seven different mills, a bleachery 
and finishing plant, a machine shop and a powerplant. 
This is all enclosed in one area by a high woven-wire 
fence." There were eleven gates, seven of which were used 
heavily at shift changes. Plant 4 was about one-half mile 
from Plant 1 and had ten gates, at least five of which were 
used during the three shift changes each day. The number 
of gates made it all the more difficult to talk to the 24,000 
workers who came and went. In addition, a number of work
ers parked their cars within the gates—making it nearly im
possible for the CIO staff to make contact with them at any 
point around the workplace.8 
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With interaction at the plant gates reduced below their ex
pectations, the CIO staff printed up a series of leaflets and, 
with them, began a sustained effort to recruit an initial "in-
plant committee" of activists who could assist the organiz
ing staff in contacting other workers in the plant and in 
planning meetings in workers' homes. This process moved 
very slowly in the initial organizing month of June. As the 
CIO staff interpreted the general climate, Cannon's policies 
generated among many workers "great fear and suspicion 
of one another." Whatever Cannon could not find out on 
his own, some worker would tell him. One organizer com
pared such employees with what he knew of people in Com
munist countries: "They'd report anything that was going 
on to the company."9 Ironically, this "fear," as the staff 
was soon at pains to explain to the Atlanta office, was as 
much a function of company benevolence as it was of raw 
oppression. 

Short-range popular issues are very few, because 1) 
the workload is comparatively light (compared to 
other textile plants); 2) employment is more stable; 3) 
housing is very good in comparison to other textile vil
lages, although most of them lack adequate plumbing; 
4) rents are probably below cost (about $5 a month); 5) 
wages, with a few exceptions, are higher than in other 
textile mills; 6) the community is neat, clean and com
fortable.10 

The "fear" that organizers frequently referred to was there
fore oddly compounded of workers' belief that they were 
part of Charlie Cannon's family and as such would be pro
tected, alongside a deep anxiety about opposing him. This 
anxiety seemed to derive not only from what the CIO staff de
scribed as an "emotional" fear about being expelled from 
the fold, but being fired and then evicted from relatively 
cheap company housing.11 

In spite of evidence of fear among workers, organizers re
ported that attitudes were "favorable" throughout the first 
month of the campaign, even though people were "unwill
ing to sign." Such euphemisms slowly became almost a 
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way of life; one staffer found "favorable people now more fa
vorable, altho still reluctant to sign up."12 The "situation 
with regard to the women" was that "most of them are wait
ing to see what the men do. Have got some good potential 
leadership but have been unable to sign many up or move 
them into activity as yet." Nevertheless, cautious optimism 
was the predominant theme: "Am sure I can get several to 
next Sunday's meeting."13 The staff also contacted veterans, 
but the immediate response was so light that they felt com
pelled to report that "at least one" had signed up.14 

So by the end of the first month of effort, the Kannapolis 
staff had made some contacts, signed a small number of 
cards, "met some opposition . . . among lady workers," 
and "made a geographical survey of the village of Kannapo
lis."15 

July brought new information on the campaign. In a 
lengthy "Initial Report on the Kannapolis Situation," pro
duced early in the month, organizers explained the reaction 
to their campaign both by the pull that "the Cannon myth" 
had on the workers, and the prevalence of "fear" that 
could assume a number of different forms. "The fear of 
being fired and losing their houses is very strong with 
them. I think we should go rather slow for a while on put
ting out [membership] books until we get more of a commit
tee built up."16 "Did house to house work among women 
workers without too much selection. Women are plenty 
scared."17 "There is more fear at Cannon than I found at 
Firestone"—a mill in Gastonia, North Carolina, whose em
ployees possessed a tenaciously lingering memory of a disas
trous strike in 1929.18 "If we can get the fear out of these 
people, I think we will be able to put it across."19 

The report held out more hope for reaching World War 
II veterans because they were "less influenced by the Can
non myth." Veterans, it was reasoned, "have had sufficient 
experience, and have only recently arrived back under the in
fluence of the popular opinion, so that these generaliza
tions are not entirely valid when applied to them." 
Veterans were deemed not yet "reintegrated into the Kan
napolis pattern"20 
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Revealing more than the presence of fear, the report 
made clear the difficulties involved in formulating concrete 
solutions to problems that proved hard to identify in more 
than an abstract way. Among the workers, "the desire to im
prove present material conditions is almost non-existent. It 
may possibly be cultivated, but this would require a long per
iod of time and expenditure of much money in an educa
tional program." The author suggested, however, that 
seniority might be exploited as an important issue: "the de
sire to feel more secure in their jobs is a factor with most 
workers, particularly women."21 

There was a deeper and more puzzling problem that the 
organizers also mentioned: the workers "can and do read," 
owned radios and automobiles, and had had some contact 
with the world outside Kannapolis—far more than workers 
in "the average textile mill village." Given this relatively 
low level of physical isolation, the staff struggled to explain 
why time had stood still for the workers of Kannapolis, 
and why they had not yet realized that they needed the CIO. 

They seem to be insulated in a different way from lib
eral ideas than that which exists in the average plant. 
They have had contact with thinking, liberal sources, 
but there is a general pattern of rationalization built 
around the prestige of Charles Cannon, which does 
the same thing to the mental attitude of these people 
as physical separation and hard social lines do in the av
erage mill village.22 

Although this "Initial Report" offered very little in the way 
of a concrete plan of action, it posed the central dilemma of 
organizing Kannapolis: how could an organizer—or a super
visor receiving such a generalized summary—plan an as
sault on a formless "mental attitude"? 

In response to such field reports, the CIO leadership at 
the state level in North Carolina and in the Southern Organiz
ing Committee in Atlanta seemed at a loss for creative solu
tions. One directive sent to the Kannapolis organizing team 
at the end of June instructed them to dress up their image. 
Organizers were to "become part of community life by 
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going to church on Sundays." They were to remain in " 're
spectable' parts of town" and mingle with " 'respectable' 
people." They were not to "indulge in drinking" and were 
to "drink 'chocolate sodas' rather than beer." Finally, they 
were admonished to avoid entering "any home where only 
the 'womenfolks' " were present, and to "return when the 
head of the house" was there.23 

The resistance they encountered gradually induced orga
nizers to keep something of a low profile in an effort to 
cope with workers' fear of premature exposure as union ac
tivists. In a form letter inviting workers to a staff meeting, 
Culver instructed prospective recruits to "bring any person 
with you as our guest and yours, whom you are sure is a 
friend of yours, but please do not give this little meeting 
any wide publicity . . . ."24 Internal staff correspondence re
vealed the CIO analysis: "The reason for using the Hotel con
ference room instead of the hall is the fact that the people 
may be as yet afraid to come to the Union hall."25 

During the last two weeks of July, the CIO staff at Kannap-
olis struggled hard to maintain morale and energy in the 
face of very tough going. Against increasingly negative evi
dence, the staff demonstrated a determination to remain opti
mistic: "Only have 5 applications this week but set up 
machinery that I believe will PAY OFF SOON—."26 

Against this background of minimal progress won at 
great effort, active involvement of the CIO leadership is diffi
cult to locate. In examining months of internal CIO reports, 
one searches in vain for decisive action from the North Caro
lina state director, William Smith, or from Baldanzi and 
Bittner in Atlanta. Only Dean Culver's immediate supervi
sor, D. D. Wood, the "area director" for the Southern re
gion of North Carolina, found a way to talk openly and 
clearly about the mounting crisis in textiles. In the second 
week of July, Wood took his team leaders in the Southern 
area to task for mishandling the collection and submission 
of initiation fees.27 He also reprimanded them for the poor 
quality of reports on contacts made with local officials and 
ministers in the Southern area: "This is special work and re
quires a special report."28 Nor did Wood seem to think his 
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teams were working hard enough: "We had lull during the 
week of the 4th [July] and we must make up for it during 
the next ten days."29 Wood worried that the CIO's re
sources were being squandered. He confronted Culver: 

We find that you have several people working in the of
fice most of the time. We feel that there is no need for 
two people in the office hereafter, with the exception 
of yourself, and unless you have a mass mailing, no or
ganizers are to work in the office. The National Union 
can not pay two people salaries to do office work.30 

By July 19, Wood had lost his patience. "It is not clear in 
my mind exactly what is wrong in our area." Wood noted 
that his superiors had been 

waiting very patiently for results in this Southern 
Area and the time has now come for explanations and 
I feel sure they are not interested in excuses. As I 
pointed out before, in the other areas they are getting 
such great results that in comparison it looks as if we 
haven't even started. 

Wood also added that his next meeting with the state direc
tor would be most "embarrassing" if he had nothing more 
to report.31 

For his part, Culver struggled desperately for a way to 
break through. "At the Locke Mills we experimented with 
the device of enclosing several pieces of literature in one en
velope, unsealed, and watched the effect very carefully." 
He suggested that such an innovation would be worth try
ing at Cannon, even if it were "considerably more trouble." 
The bottom line was that workers with an envelope were 
thus less likely to throw the papers away, "finding they 
had a neat convenient way" to keep them.32 

On August 8, 1946—the date of the first shocking defeat 
at the Hannah Pickett Mills in Rockingham, North 
Carolina33—North Carolina state director Smith pleaded 
with Atlanta for five additional organizers for Kannapolis. 
Smith wrote that more staff was needed because "we have 
a long way to go yet and have merely scratched the surface 
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in Cannon." Inexplicably, he added: "The drive is progress
ing splendidly." He stressed "a spirit of victory over 
there," and expressed with confidence that "our drive, with
out question, is cracking." It was, on the contrary, cracking 
up.34 

By mid-August, after seven weeks of effort, any residue 
of optimism slowly seeped out of organizers' reports: "The 
atmosphere" in Kannapolis was "still too cold" for commit
tees to form or operate "with any real degree of success."35 

Three days later, Culver described a staff session with simi
lar grim brevity: "Meeting was a little depressed."36 The 
"still too cold" of August 5 had become the "very cold" of 
August 20.37 

And so the Cannon campaign stumbled on into Septem
ber, amid declining morale that extended beyond the staff 
of Kannapolis, to Wood and Smith in Charlotte, and 
Baldanzi and Bittner in Atlanta. The entire Southern effort, 
meanwhile, was costing the national CIO and its internation
als almost $200,000 per month.38 Culver, meanwhile, had 
begun to fight to maintain his dignity and to hold on to his 
job. "No person that I have ever met could have, in my opin
ion, produced much more organization using the tools avail
able to me and my staff in this particular time. . . . I have 
made no strategic error of any consequence."39 He then 
advised, 

What is needed now is accurate, down-to-earth, moti
vating publicity, unless, of course, the organizing com
mittee anticipates a long-range educational program 
before great organizational success is won. I am doing 
the best I can. . . . The make up of my staff in this situa
tion is, as you know, mostly hard working, young, 
local boys, who do not understand much about the 
labor movement, or its history. And while they cer
tainly want to organize the Cannon Mills, what is 
needed is a more crusading spirit, not simply directed 
toward the obtaining of membership but directed to
ward the obtaining more of the good things of life for 
people.40 
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The public announcement of Culver's removal as the head 
of the Cannon team came on October 23, 1946.41 His succes
sor, Joel Leighton, was briefly optimistic about prospects 
for overcoming "the deadness that has been here."42 How
ever, the enthusiasm expressed by the new lead organizer 
at Cannon did not last. It could not be sustained in a sur
rounding climate of despair, an emotion that seeped into 
every corner of the South where Operation Dixie organizers 
had mounted campaigns in textiles. From May 15, 1946, 
through the end of the year, the TWUA participated in forty-
seven elections in nine Southern states.43 The CIO won 
twenty-one of these elections by an aggregate total of 2,967 
to 1,381 votes. Twenty-six elections were lost, with 7,126 
"no union" votes, 3,478 votes for the TWUA, and 365 votes 
for "other unions." Meager as these numbers were, they con
cealed another dimension of the CIO defeat—namely, the 
overwhelming percentage of textile workers in plants that, 
like Cannon, were never brought to an NLRB election. 
These unorganized textile workers numbered over 
500,000.u As for Kannapolis, the CIO maintained a pres
ence there throughout the course of Operation Dixie. Spo
radic efforts to organize Cannon continued through the 
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, until the first election was held at 
Cannon mills in 1973, one the Amalgamated Clothing and 
Textile Workers Union lost. As of December 1986, Cannon 
Mills was still without a union. 

And so, in the end came the organizational retreats that 
signaled defeat. The Kannapolis staff dwindled, as did the 
ranks of organizers throughout the rest of the South. The 
press offices closed down and the membership books full 
of unsigned cards were folded away. Remaining, amid the 
wreckage, were the workers—still nursing their hopes and 
grievances, and their fears. Cautious but watchful, they 
had weighed the options and, in the end, had decided 
against taking that final fateful step that would have sepa
rated them from the way things were before the CIO came 
to Kannapolis. At the time (and years later) when they re
viewed the decisions they made in the summer of 1946, 
their thoughts turned to Charlie Cannon. For some, he sym-
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bolized safety. As one old-timer put it, "Mr. Cannon didn't 
fire you for every little thing you done. You felt security, 
just knowing you had a job and could pay your bills."45 

The thought, turned over in the mind enough times, be
came the basis for extravagant praise. Charlie Cannon be
came a man who could be seen as fair and even 
generous—"a man with a big heart,"46 as one long-time em
ployee explained. Another veteran of fifty-four years in the 
mills remembered the Cannon management as "good peo
ple to work for. You could talk to them and they'd lis
ten."47 

Yet the litany of praise concealed many contradictions. 
Charlie Cannon was "strict," but in a way that was to 
many, helpful: "If he heard of anybody runnin' around 
with somebody else's wife or husband, you lost your job," 
one worker said approvingly.48 On the other hand, such 
"strictness" came through to others as simply malicious. 
One old millworker described the Cannon management as 
"cruel." But he lowered his voice as he said it, furtively con
veying a view he did not want his fellow villagers to hear. 
Anything that could be interpreted as a disrespectful atti
tude, he said, "was enough to get anyone fired."49 

But people who lowered their voices in retirement in the 
1980s did not sign union cards in the summer of 1946. "I 
just saw that it wouldn't be worthwhile to even get your 
name on [a union list]. Because once you openly come out 
for the union, you was marked." Such people would 
"never advance any at all. And I believe if you're going to 
put eight hours in one place every day that you might as 
well make the best of it, whether you like it or don't like 
it."50 Other workers who felt the same way were even able 
to put the imposition of piece rates into a benign perspec
tive: "You worked hard, but you worked at your own pace. 
If you wanted to make good money, you worked harder. If 
you didn't, well . . . ."51 In sum, Cannon knew that, for his 
workers, half a loaf was better than none. This was the pri
mary lesson of the Southern past, one that found expres
sion in the words of a worker who concluded: "Even 
though it wasn't extra good, it was good."52 
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Clearly, one of the elements at the heart of decision
making by Cannon employees was their sense of the bal
ance of forces between those who ran the world of 
Kannapolis and those who spoke for trade unionism. A hid
den ingredient of Operation Dixie, one that surfaced in hun
dreds of mill villages that lay far beyond Kannapolis, was 
the memory of the 1934 general strike. As an event of South
ern history, the 1934 strike has received little attention from 
historians, which is surprising because it was the largest 
industrywide general strike in American history. Some 
400,000 Southern workers walked off the job in 1934. The ac
tion, initiated from below by workers rather than at the insti
gation of union leadership, spread over textile country like 
a cloud, closing whole districts, whole states. The stories of 
"united workers" and of "militance" were real, and so 
were the stories of "desperate picket lines" and, finally, of 
"desperate hunger." The strike was widespread, it encoun
tered implacable opposition, and it failed. The resulting roll 
call of blacklisted workers ran into the thousands.53 

The strike, however, did not engulf Kannapolis. Cannon 
Mills, in fact, was one of the very few companies in the 
South that escaped the full brunt of the 1934 uprising, de
spite the fact that "hundreds of organizers came to Kannapo
lis."54 The folklore of 1934 was vivid in 1946, as it remains 
vivid for many in the 1980s. Bessie Shankle, who worked at 
Cannon Mills from 1939 to 1970, had an older sister and 
brother-in-law working there in 1934. The pickets some
times make it impossible for them to get inside the plant to re
port for work, she recalled. And even though they had not 
joined the strike, their family "nearly starved to death" by 
the time the conflict was over.55 Even those who had not 
been directly affected by the strike remembered it. Al
though textile workers might not have been earning much, 
"they at least had a job. And they knew that the union in 
Gastonia and other places did not support the workers and 
a lot of them nearly starved to death." As a result, "most 
of 'em were really scared to go for the union."56 

The Shankle family oral tradition about the 1934 general 
strike was not completely accurate. It incorporated memo-
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ries from Gastonia where the searing events of the 1929 
strike created vivid stories quite apart from the events of 
1934. But in the deepest sense, the tradition is all the more ef
fective as the conveyer of an emotion rooted in historical 
events, if not always precisely remembered events. The ope
rative memory conveyed by Shankle family tradition was 
that "the union" brought trouble, picket lines, hungry fami
lies, and defeat. 

All working classes in all societies have such ingredients 
buried in their oral traditions. Such memories fortify defer
ence by providing deferential people with a rationale for con
tinued passivity. It was in this sense that the long struggle 
in textile country in the 1920s and 1930s, punctuated by mo
ments of extreme drama in 1929 and 1934, added up to a pow
erful barrier for CIO organizers in 1946 (and thereafter). 

The "Cannon myth" that CIO organizers found also 
served to fortify deference among the workers there. Stor
ies of the purported "kindness" of Uncle Charlie persisted, 
alongside stories of management "cruelty," precisely be
cause they served to justify and explain inaction. The sim
ple fact was that many stories praising Cannon were 
authored by workers who did not join the CIO for the ele
mentary reason that they were afraid to do so. It was easier 
to praise "Uncle Charlie" than to talk about one's fear. 

"Paternalism" is a word that sometimes conceals more 
than it reveals. To an extent that remains difficult for outsid
ers to grasp, workers in company-owned mill villages in 
the American South lived under the most debasing kind of 
police tyranny. Uncle Charlie could not only fire a worker, 
or elect not to fire him, for "runnin' around on his wife"; 
he could cause people to lose their jobs for other transgres
sions including, but extending beyond, a "disrespectful atti
tude." Cannon had access to all arrest records. Indeed, 
such records were kept in triplicate, one copy for Cannon 
Mills, a second for the newspaper files, and a third re
tained by the sheriff's office. The effect of such extreme 
forms of social control are hard to exaggerate. The resulting 
"popular attitude," however it might be characterized, was 
something deep-seated that CIO organizers confronted 
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every day as they passed out leaflets at the gates of Can
non Mills. 

The workers wanted help—the low throw-down rates pro
vided certain testimony of this—but they preferred getting 
it in some way that did not fundamentally threaten them. 
As the CIO organizer's report affirmed, "We must find 
some way to get the fear out of these people." 

The objective was worthy. However, the means were not 
at hand in the summer of 1946. 



V 
Race 

Under the general subject of what might be called "race re
lations," the bits and pieces of social evidence that make 
up the daily history of Operation Dixie pile up chaotically, 
a patchwork of contradictory impulses and actions. 
Whereas some CIO organizers literally were shot at while en
gaged in interracial organizing, others found, and accepted, 
a rigid interlocking of membership between unionists and 
Klansmen. How to sort through such a maze? One way, per
haps, is to visualize the CIO's potential membership for 
what it was—a simple reflection of the Southern population 
as a whole. Not only did the CIO rank and file collectively 
possess many tendencies and urges that were contradic
tory, but contradictory urges could be found within the 
same individual. Under different appeals or pressures, an in
dividual Southern worker, whether white or black, was capa
ble of a range of responses to racial stimuli. 

A long-forgotten "Southern incident" illustrates the way 
in which apparent ideological differences or jurisdictional ri
valries in the internal life of the CIO could be used to con
ceal the operative cause of trouble—the race issue. 

In New Orleans, a representative of the Communications 
Workers of America (CWA) complained to his international 
president, Joe Beirne, about the conduct of "a bunch of Com
munists" who, in the course of administering the CIO Pack
inghouse Union in New Orleans, were carrying on "all 
sorts of activities" that were ruining the entire trade union 
movement in the city. Beirne forwarded the complaint to 
Packinghouse President Ralph Helstein at the union's head-
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quarters in Chicago. Helstein promised to investigate, and 
later discovered that the trouble focused around two segre
gated pay lines at the American Sugar Plant, across the 
river from New Orleans. The pay line for white workers 
was covered with a canopy, while the line for black work
ers was not. When it rained on payday, black workers got 
wet. 

After a particularly nasty storm, I guess they got to
gether and decided, "to hell with this silly noise. Let's 
just break this up." So they advised the company they 
weren't going to stand for this anymore. The com
pany protested and said, "You gotta." But they 
started mingling the two lines. And the company tried 
to make an issue out of it and couldn't make it stick.1 

That the South had its own particular rhythms when it 
came to race is beyond question. But the task of measuring 
these rhythms is necessarily an exercise requiring consider
able care. The local CWA official who saw the hand of com
munism in an integrated pay line expressed an instinctive 
response against "race-mixing" that was widely shared 
among the white population. But after covert, internal reme
dies proved ineffective in putting an end to such activity 
within the labor movement, he was persuaded to accept 
the new order of things. If Southern white workers would 
stand in pay lines with black workers in some places, what 
else could they be induced to do? Unfortunately, one never 
knew beforehand the limits beyond which white workers 
would not go. In the spring of 1946, there were many opin
ions about "how far to go." These views, while passion
ately held, were uncertain. It was clear only that a measure 
of risk was implicit in any action that involved recruiting 
black and white workers into the same organization. 

In any event, imposing statistical realities seemed to 
impel action of some kind. The tobacco industry employed 
great numbers of blacks; so did ventures in wood and 
wood products, packinghouses, and a wide array of other 
local enterprises in scattered industrial enclaves honeycomb
ing the region. Organizing opportunities and potential ra-
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cial cataclysms existed everywhere. The CIO's commitment 
to organizing the unskilled quickly translated into a commit
ment to organizing black workers. There was no practical 
way the CIO could build a solid following in basic South
ern industries without organizing black workers. Quite natu
rally, then, CIO leaders found themselves searching for 
relatively "non-inflammatory" ways to make clear their in
tentions. A fairly representative approach was Bittner's sum
mation that the CIO was "organizing all the men and 
women of the South, because they all are God's human be
ings." Such an effort could only lead to "a better United 
States."2 

Throughout the first months of the Southern drive, CIO 
leaders added more specific references to the importance of 
the South's black workers to the CIO. In response to the sug
gestion that the South would remain out of reach of the 
CIO precisely because of the large number of black workers 
in the region, Bittner reminded his organizers that "a 
Negro gets just as hungry as a white man," and that from 
his experience there were "no better union men than the 
hundreds of thousands of Negro workers already in the 
CIO."3 Sherman Dalrymple, the CIO's Secretary-Treasurer, 
went so far as to assert that "the extension of CIO union
ism in the South would encourage the forces of democracy 
and lead to the ultimate removal of racial prejudice and the 
poll tax," and added, on another occasion, that mass unem
ployment and race prejudice comprised "the greatest threat 
to world peace."4 

There is evidence that the CIO and some of its internation
als took concrete steps to make public their moral revulsion 
toward racist policies and racially motivated violence. At a 
Georgia conference of CIO textile workers, held against the 
backdrop of America's victory over Hitler, organized labor 
in Georgia took a stand against "industrial dictators in the 
state." Resolutions against the Klan were passed as well.5 

Criticism of Southern white supremacy was often openly 
political, in spite of Bittner's demand that the Operation 
Dixie staff remove themselves from participation in formal 
political activity. A National Committee to oust Senator Theo-
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dore Bilbo was formed in spite of "violence and intimida
tion," and promised the people of Mississippi the removal 
of "an avowed member of the Ku Klux Klan from the Sen
ate" and "a setback for the system of terror, disfranchise
ment and race supremacy which Bilbo typifies."6 

On the grounds that their union stood for "complete 
equality between all races and creeds," all district directors, 
field representatives, and affiliated locals of the United Pack
inghouse Workers of America, a left-wing, heavily black 
union, received a plea from their international in Chicago 
for contributions to the National Committee for Justice in Co
lumbia, Tennessee. Cochaired by Eleanor Roosevelt, the 
committee needed the funds to underwrite legal fees for 
thirty-one blacks who had been arrested there on a variety 
of charges.7 The president of the Food, Tobacco, Agricul
tural and Allied Workers of America (FTA), also a left-wing 
and heavily black union, issued a similar appeal for funds 
after a black FTA worker in Arkansas, on strike "against 
55tf an hour and a 12-hour day," was murdered by a strike
breaker in Little Rock. Although having confessed to stab
bing the man, the strikebreaker was set free and, in his 
place, six union members were rushed to trial under 
charges of "attacking" a strikebreaker. All were black. 
Philip Murray, president of the CIO, protested what he 
termed a "whitewash" of the incident by the federal govern
ment, and at the same time initiated a petition for a new 
federal grand jury investigation.8 CIO leadership, as 
represented by its Committee to Abolish Racial Discrimi
nation, also protested the murders of two black couples in 
Monroe, Georgia, by a mob of thirty white men. The CIO's 
National Maritime Union contributed $5,000 to a reward of al
most $30,000 raised as part of one investigative effort aimed 
at overcoming what the CIO News described as the "tied-
tongue tradition that makes it inadvisable for white or 
Negro people in the South to expose lynchers."9 

In response to such public stances, the CIO received sup
port from organizations such as the Southern Conference 
for Human Welfare, the National Association for the Ad
vancement of Colored People (NAACP), the National Ur-



66 Race 

ban League, and the National Negro Congress (NNC).10 

The NAACP contributed to the CIO's general strike fund. 
Its secretary, Walter White, joined a national committee set 
up to collect funds for strikers at General Motors.11 In much 
the same manner, the NAACP and the NNC also assisted an
other group of Southern strikers, led by the CIO's Fur and 
Leather Workers Union, who had "crippled" laundry serv
ice in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, in an effort to win a 
recognition strike during Operation Dixie.12 

Such pronouncements were made and such interracial co
alitions, however fragile, were formed and deserve to be re
corded as part of labor's postwar effort to cope with 
centuries of racial segregation in the South. But beneath the 
surface of resolution-passing and the rhetoric of brother
hood, another and far more complicated drama unfolded 
within the interior of Operation Dixie. This struggle can be 
summarized as labor's war with its own racism. 

CIO policy existed on a national level and was expressed 
in a variety of ways in Washington; it also was expressed 
in diverse forms "on the ground" in the South. Some or
ganizers simply could not bring themselves to go beyond per
functory efforts to organize blacks. Their understanding of 
possible approaches was so limited by their own customs 
and experiences that they succeeded primarily in convinc
ing potential black recruits that the CIO offered no real 
prospects for change. Such organizers were described 
somewhat elliptically by fellow staff members as "good 
people, but not good organizers."13 They were "overly 
cautious."14 They were "not effective."15 They were 
"Southerners."16 

More specific descriptions were applied to Dixie organiz
ers who were of a somewhat different mold. There was, for 
example, the CWA organizer in Texas, a native of the east
ern "old South" part of the state, who remembered a col
league this way: 

He never could get over saying "nigger." But, biggest 
and best champion of civil rights you ever saw. In
sisted that we never have a meeting that wasn't inte-
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grated. A lot of times we'd have them in the fields be
cause we couldn't get a place to meet; or we'd have it 
in a black church or something, hoping we could get a 
few whites over there. Usually, we'd have it out in a 
field or in a pasture, or something like that, because 
that's the only place we could go. Bill was great, but 
his whole past was out there on that farm where 
every black was a "nigger." Like to never got over it. 
I don't know that he ever did.17 

This is an extreme example of the expression of a long
standing white supremacist habit coexisting simultaneously 
with interracial organizing activity. The general truth was 
less contradictory: the CIO organizers who were more pro
gressive politically tended to do more, or to try to do more, 
in terms of interracial organizing than did the least progres
sive staff members. Yet an unconscious aura of white su
premacy tended to hang over the great majority of CIO 
efforts, however advanced they were, or appeared to outsid
ers, to be. 

It was in this sometimes deeply ironic sense that the or
ganizing differences between the AFL and the CIO became 
clear. With many white supremacist assumptions intact, the 
CIO tried to organize black workers; in contrast, the assump
tions of AFL organizers were such that they often did not at
tempt to organize black workers at all. A CIO organizer 
from Mississippi filled in the distinction that existed as the 
bottom line of Operation Dixie: "Any plants with a mixed 
work force, the AFL did not try as hard as the CIO. And if 
it was an all-black plant, you might see the AFL not fooling 
with it at all."18 

Divergent institutional policies of the AFL and CIO under-
girded these different approaches. In its constitution, the 
AFL, too, declared itself open to "all workers," but the white-
only orientation of the organization was maintained by way 
of a policy of "local autonomy" that left decision-making ca
pacity in the hands of local AFL functionaries. Whether ap
plied to internationals or to local affiliates of internationals, 
the AFL policy of "local autonomy" was, in effect, a policy 
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of racial exclusion. Everyone in the labor movement knew 
this and, at plant gates throughout the South, the custom be
came most visible in what the AFL did not do: it rarely 
made a concerted effort to organize black workers.19 

In this general context, the racial record of the CIO has 
been retrospectively characterized by one participant as 
"good, but not good enough," by another as being "as 
good as the times permitted," and by a third as "good by 
the left-wing unions, much less so by the rest."20 

Quite obviously, in an effort as expansive in purpose as 
Operation Dixie, an effort that reached into every Southern 
state and into the remote countryside as well as into metro
politan centers, plenty of evidence was generated that can 
be selectively employed to demonstrate, or contradict, all of 
these judgments. Perhaps a useful way to bring some sense 
of order to this interpretive problem lies in reconstructing 
the organizing process itself, so as to determine how mat
ters of race affected each stage of union activity. 

Reduced to its essentials, the organizing process required 
CIO staff people to perform a sequence of actions: (1) they en
tered a town and found a place to stay; (2) they made con
tact with individual workers and continued doing so until 
they had a nucleus of committed recruits; (3) this core 
group was instructed in what to say to their co-workers in
side the plant in order to recruit them; (4) the organizers 
planned a meeting to which the initial recruits would bring 
the most responsive of their co-workers; (5) more advanced 
plans gradually unfolded, involving more meetings, larger 
meetings, distribution of leaflets, books and union cards, 
and still more meetings; (6) the drive was successful 
enough to warrant petitioning for an NLRB election, or 
it was not. The inherited racial customs of the South in
truded upon, and distorted, every step in this organizing 
sequence. 

In the decisive months of Operation Dixie, the mere hold
ing of a meeting quite often became a political act of some 
magnitude. Black and white workers gathering in the same 
room constituted a physical violation of the caste system 
that deeply threatened those in the local Southern establish-
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ment. While working in Decatur, Georgia, one organizer 
held his first meeting in his motel room. 

There was no union hall or anything like that, because 
there was very little union in Decatur at that time. 
The manager came in the motel room during the meet
ing and said, "Blacks don't come in this motel." I 
guess I may have had more black people in there than 
there were white people. And I said, "We're just talk
ing." "Not in my motel!" He broke up the meeting. 
So we went out and met on the grass, you know, 
right there in public.21 

Another organizer remembered one of the first meetings 
he held while working in Louisiana and Mississippi: 

We went over and had a meeting down the railroad 
tracks with the blacks that worked in the plant, in a lit
tle black church, a little wooden church. And we must 
have had 12, maybe 15 people. And I was sitting on 
the front or second row. And someone rode around 
the street there and shot the meeting up. They just 
shot the little wooden church full of holes. And bul
lets was coming through the little wooden church and 
hitting this great big woodstove there, ricocheting off 
the ceiling and hitting the stove.22 

That it was difficult and dangerous for labor organizers 
and interested workers to meet during the Southern drive 
is hardly surprising. Even when a meeting involved the par
ticipation of federal officials, some Southerners still would 
not cooperate; the NLRB itself was not sufficiently "official" 
to be able to hold hearings without interference. Although 
NLRB hearings were usually held in a federal building, offi
cials in one small Alabama town refused to open the post of
fice building for the occasion. The local postmaster "ran 
them out. He said, 'You're not having no Labor Board hear
ings in my post office!" After a futile search for another suit
able location, "some lady who was brave" let them use the 
tables in the barbecue stand she operated, only to be threat
ened by her landlord with the cancellation of her lease once 
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he discovered the nature of the arrangement. The partici
pants finally ended up meeting in "a little old hall the 
union had." On top of such difficulties, the town's police 
force "insisted on coming in and sitting with their guns on 
display. They wouldn't take them off!"23 

Under such circumstances, organizers developed a cer
tain anticipatory sensitivity. Discretion was not only safer, 
it was more practical. Meetings that attracted undue out
side attention had prolonged aftereffects: "Sometimes you 
lose your people. They won't come back if they feel like 
there's no security at all. They may want to be with you, 
but, you know, that paycheck—to eat on—is important."24 

If, as one Mississippi organizer put it, it took "grits and 
backbone"25 to be a union member, it took more to be a 
union organizer, and more still to be a black organizer in 
the South. A case in point was the occasion of an NLRB elec
tion at an Alabama chicken-processing plant employing 490 
black workers and ten white supervisory personnel. The 
CIO's "watcher" at the election was a black organizer with 
the International Retail, Wholesale, and Department Store 
Workers Union. The union had won the election "over
whelmingly" and the NLRB officials had left the scene. The 
"watcher" happened to look out at the parking lot, only to 
see the hood of his car up and a number of whites stand
ing around it. Thinking that the activity in the parking lot 
might involve a bomb, and finding local authorities unwill
ing to offer any assistance, he crawled out a back window 
and ran to safety at the house of a sympathetic black minis
ter several blocks away. An official at the federal Justice 
Department was finally contacted, who then sent federal 
marshals to investigate. A white co-worker of the black or
ganizer remembered the incident quite clearly. 

Henry was a teetotaler. And Alabama had wet coun
ties and dry counties. And whites could go into a wet 
county and buy liquor and bring it back, and they 
weren't harassed too much; but blacks were. And [so 
blacks] used to buy liquor and they'd open the hood 
and put it up under the hood. The whites [in the park-
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ing lot] had opened Henry's hood and taken a cigar 
box with the top torn off of it, and in that cigar box 
was two or three Dixie cups and a pint or half-pint of li
quor. And the sheriff was right down the road there. 
And what they were going to do, apparently, was to 
stop Henry when he left there and search his car and 
find that, and then confiscate his automobile and prose
cute him for transporting whiskey in a dry county.26 

One black organizer so deeply imprinted in the minds of 
his colleagues his courage and skill as an organizer—work 
that was far more dangerous for him than for his white 
counterparts—that he acquired a certain fame in the oral tra
dition of the labor movement. In the folklore, one of this or
ganizer's many talents involved the ability to go into black 
communities in Mississippi and "get lost." 

No white person could go in and find him. And I 
couldn't even find him—and he worked with me. I'd 
go into a plant in north Mississippi in one of those lit
tle communities and put him out on the street corner. 
And then he'd have to find me; I couldn't find him. 
And nobody else could find him. [Black organizers] sur
vived because they were smart.27 

However, the tentacles of Southern companies had a 
long reach. "Eventually, you had blacks in there who 
would tell the sheriff who the organizers were."28 For re
tired black organizers, such reminiscences are rife with pain
ful memories that make their recollection an activity to be 
avoided. Not only did black organizers face the harassment 
that grew from a Southern public opinion that was gener
ally anti-union; they also, of course, faced the threat of 
white racist reaction. But beyond these hazards, because 
most of the black organizers had been hired by the more left-
wing unions, they were red-baited as well. In addition, salt 
was rubbed into those wounds each time the racist or red
baiting attacks came from others within the CIO—whether 
from rank and file, other organizers, or the leadership. 



72 Race 

Forty years after Operation Dixie, some black organizers 
still do not want to talk about it.29 

As the surrounding social realities are pieced into an over
all context, it becomes clear that "having a meeting" was 
often a major event in Operation Dixie when it involved 
workers of both races. For one veteran Mississippi or
ganizer, the biggest problem was finding a place to talk. 
"We met in the woods, under railroad trestles, railroad 
bridges, and just anywhere we could get people together. 
You just could not do anything about the race relations, be
cause that's the way the politicians got elected."30 

In the course of their activities, white organizers gradu
ally learned what black organizers knew from the basic 
shape of their daily lives, but what very few white Ameri
cans, then or later, understood: Southern black people 
were highly politicized. Behind the mask of enforced social 
deference, black people knew an opportunity when they 
saw one. Even today, after all that has happened to alter ra
cial perceptions in America, white organizers express their 
hard-won insights on race with a kind of qualified awe. 
"At this time, blacks were very, very susceptible to unions. 
All the way through they were. And they weren't afraid to 
strike."31 "You got to do some little somethin' to make 'em 
believe you're with 'em. Then, they'll stay with you until hell 
freezes over."32 From a labor lawyer: "Well, many, if not all 
the people who looked to the CIO for help were black."33 

An Alabama organizer: "Not only was everybody under
paid, but blacks were more underpaid. The blacks were 
given the most disagreeable jobs. And very quickly, they 
saw that not only everybody had a lot to gain, they had 
more to gain."34 A North Carolinian added: "Oh, yeah! 
Blacks was right with ya! They were smarter than the 
whites, where the union was concerned. They had more to 
gain. And they knew that!"35 Black workers definitely "re
sponded more to organization at that time than the white 
people did. They sure did."36 And a CWA organizer 
agreed: "It was true in Texas: the only time you could do 
very much with low income people was when a large 
group of them were black."37 
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In placing Operation Dixie in historical perspective, it 
can be argued that these qualifying phrases surrounding 
white praise betrayed an unconscious white supremacy. 
Blacks were not seen so much as being inherently pro-
union as they were pro-union "at this time." They were 
not understood to be politically sophisticated, but, instead, 
"smart where the union was concerned." Such militance 
where white organizers expected to see deference could 
only be accounted for as a series of exceptions—"at this 
time," or "in Texas," or "where the union was concerned." 
Black organizers, of course, had to live with such attitudes, 
and even value (with appropriate awareness of the ironies 
involved) the relatively "advanced" quality of these white 
opinions. 

The historically relevant point is that these opinions of 
white CIO organizers were, in fact, advanced. Indeed, by 
making vivid the utter irrationalities of much of daily life in 
a segregated society, interracial organizing generated experi
ences that "radicalized" white organizers. While they re
mained firmly in the grip of many white assumptions, they 
were changed in fundamental ways. They became "differ
ent" from other white Southerners. 

A generation after Operation Dixie, when the civil rights 
movement rolled across the South, there would be one 
group of native whites who understood, and could even an
ticipate, the ebb and flow of assertion and repression that 
would characterize the 1960s. The group would include peo
ple like Woody Biggs and Jim Touchstone in Mississippi, 
Barney Weeks in Alabama, Lloyd Gossett in Georgia, B. T. 
Judd in Tennessee, Dean Culver in North Carolina, and Jim 
Pierce in Texas. Such people understood. But there was 
one group of CIO veterans who understood even better— 
black men and women like Cornelius Simmons, Moranda 
Smith, and Elijah Jackson who had earned their stripes 
with Food and Tobacco, Fur and Leather, and the Packing
house Workers, the unions with the most prolonged experi
ence in interracial organizing. 

If Operation Dixie exposed the raw nerve endings left by 
centuries of racial oppression, it also exposed the damage 
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that segregation had done to both races. Most specifically, 
it exposed the Klan. The KKK was to be found all across 
the postwar South. In communities where the CIO was try
ing to organize, the police belonged to the Klan and so did 
white union members. To discover that local politicians and 
law enforcement officers were Klan members was rarely a 
surprise to organizers in the South; it was simply a fact of 
life around which they had to work. However, it was less 
"in character/' more embarrassing to progressive forces 
within the CIO, and more destructive to the work of organiz
ers at the local level to have CIO rank-and-filers involved in 
Ku Klux Klan activity. And by all accounts, they were. The 
membership of a large Birmingham local of the Steelwork-
ers was about half black and half white. There was a nice 
symmetry to their outside affiliations. Most of the blacks be
longed to the NAACP, and most of the whites belonged to 
the Klan.38 Such a situation was not confined to Birming
ham. In Georgia, the local at the Atlantic Steel Plant held 
separate meetings for black and white workers, at the 
insistence of those who were Klan members. According to 
Lloyd Gossett, a long-time CIO organizer, even the interna
tional representatives and all the officers of that local were 
members of the KKK.39 

Various internationals added a number of inherited racial 
attitudes and policies to the mix. For example, while certain 
steelworkers in Georgia and Alabama moved in one direc
tion, certain autoworkers and communications workers in 
Texas moved in another. "Race was the first hurdle," remem
bers a Texas organizer. "You crossed that hurdle first. If 
you didn't cross that hurdle, I wouldn't speak to you; the 
leadership wouldn't speak to you. Nobody would help you 
if you couldn't get over that."40 

But what was true of the autoworkers and communica
tion workers, and even more so of the Packinghouse, Food 
and Tobacco, and Fur and Leather Unions, was not true of 
the South's numerically dominant industry: textiles. In the 
heart of textile country, the North Carolina state director, 
William Smith, had the delicate problem of balancing the rad
ically different approaches of the two unions engaged in or-
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ganizing the state's textile and tobacco industries. Food and 
Tobacco representatives were habitually generating litera
ture that Smith believed could be "deeply harmful," should 
it surface in textile country. He rejected one FT A leaflet be
cause it raised "a Negro nationalistic approach which could 
easily prove dangerous to us." In addition, "our campaign 
in the Tobacco drive is such a huge success [relative to tex
tiles] that we should easily be able to bring it to a success
ful conclusion without the need of elaborating on the racial 
issue." The state director was certain that "this material 
could very easily boomerang on us and be used by the AFL 
against us, for instance, in the Textile Industry—especially 
in Roanoke Rapids, where the racial issue in reverse is 
being played up by the AFL."41 

In South Carolina, state director Franz Daniel also waged 
a continuous, and often unsuccessful, rearguard action 
against the distribution of union literature that was too explic
itly integrationist. An organizer for the Paperworkers was 
chided by Daniel for not showing him copies of all flyers 
and newspapers before they were printed. "You know, of 
course, some of the problems we are faced with in organiza
tional work in the South. Many times unions will send in 
quantities of papers, only to have a picture or story that 
makes distribution impossible."42 

The pattern of what might be described as racial defensive-
ness extended beyond textile country to the CIO's Southern 
headquarters in Atlanta. Van Bittner, too, lectured staffers 
on the need to be circumspect. For example, the CIO's ra
cial policies could on occasion win the approval of such anti
discrimination public agencies as the Fair Employment 
Practices Commission. In response to a suggestion by the 
head of the CIO-PAC in South Carolina that a meeting be 
called to publicize a message of support for the CIO re
cently received from the FEPC, Bittner illustrated the de
gree to which caution on race issues was considered 
essential by the Dixie leadership. 

I do not know what the FEPC statement would do 
toward helping our campaign, at this time. We are not 
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afraid of making anything public that is for the best in
terests of men and women of labor, but the prime objec
tive of the CIO is to organize unions and bring about 
higher wages and better living standards through genu
ine collective bargaining.43 

Clearly Operation Dixie became a kind of racial balancing 
act. Moreover, though it might not have appeared evident 
at the time, it was a balancing act that could not be long sus
tained among such a variegated assortment of unions and 
rank-and-file constituencies. While Packinghouse organizers 
endeavored to be "fair to all workers," and CWA organiz
ers tried to be "progressive, but not too progressive" on 
the race issue, textile representatives intuitively stepped 
around the issue whenever possible. Black Southerners got 
many different signals from the CIO. 

The irony was, of course, that no public posture could in
sulate any CIO union from the charge—by local chambers 
of commerce, sheriffs, or, for that matter, AFL organizers— 
that the CIO was a hotbed of Communistically inclined race 
mixers. It was no surprise that race-baiting was coupled 
with red-baiting on many occasions, such accusations hav
ing been a routine component of the array of obstacles set 
up to stop the CIO in the South. Indeed, an interesting "logi
cal" dynamic was at work. Viewed from an orthodox segrega
tionist perspective, anyone—especially a fellow Southerner, 
as many of the Operation Dixie organizers were—who 
could even consider trying to form an integrated union was 
so flagrantly bucking entrenched custom and reason that a 
truly extraordinary explanation was called for. How to ac
count for such deviant behavior? The logic was both simple 
and compelling: Only Communists would seriously try to 
mix the races in a labor union. So convenient and suitable 
was this explanation that to view it simply as demagogic red
baiting is to underestimate the grip that traditional South
ern racial attitudes had upon a large majority of the white 
population. Clearly such explanations were self-serving; but 
they were also deeply believed. 
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The CIO's problem went quite beyond the impact that red
baiting by Southern industrialists could have on the general 
population. The CIO was not dealing merely with a "public 
relations" problem. Rather, the fundamental difficulty was 
the simple fact that Southern workers participated fully in 
the region's hegemonic racial philosophy. That "race mix
ing" translated as communism in the view of Southern politi
cal and business leaders was a problem. That it translated 
in precisely the same way for vast numbers of Southern 
workers was more than a problem: It threatened the CIO's 
entire undertaking. 

While noting that the Communist issue dovetailed neatly 
with the racial issue in the dynamic manner just specified, 
it is important to emphasize the power of the race issue 
when considered wholly by itself. Much has been written 
in recent years about "hegemony" and about the compli
cated political process through which beliefs achieve a truly 
hegemonic prestige within a given culture or subculture. 
The racial organization of society was the cornerstone of 
Southern life in slavery, and it remained so with the estab
lishment of fixed patterns of segregation after the Civil 
War. Sociologists and historians have carefully interpreted 
the complex process through which a white supremacist ra
cial hegemony was reconstructed in the South, and they 
help make clear how each new generation of white Southern
ers could come to regard any action directed against inher
ited racial custom as constituting nothing less than the 
subversion of the homeland. In this sense, the CIO was "un
patriotic" because it was anti-Southern to all people who un
consciously used the word "Southern" when they meant 
"white." While the red issue added a certain weight to the 
equation, the essential loyalty of Southern traditionalists 
was to this unconscious definition of racial identity. In its var
ious invocations, the defense against Operation Dixie was 
hegemonic. The subtleties of ideology, of radicalism, and 
specifically of the Communist Party all had a bearing on Op
eration Dixie that are of sufficient importance to warrant con
sideration in a separate chapter; but Southern white 
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supremacy, however blended with other issues, had a life 
of its own that separated Operation Dixie from any other 
major labor organizing campaign in American history. 

Certainly, the CIO captains of the Southern drive 
thought so, or quickly came to think so. The CIO's aware
ness of the South's conscious regionalism lay behind the deci
sion to staff the campaign with as many native Southerners 
as possible. The clear intent of this policy was to deflect the 
charge of "invasion" by "outsiders," a charge that was rou
tinely aimed at interracial organizing. Hiring Southerners 
was a public relations tactic, defensive in nature. The practi
cal task was more demanding: to fashion an appeal to black 
workers in such a way that the appeal itself did not alien
ate white workers. 

The daily life of Operation Dixie illustrates how this task 
came to be addressed. The interracial "commitment" of or
ganizers or of specific unions influenced the initial ap
proach; however, Southern workers themselves played an 
important role in shaping the tactics that eventually came 
into wide use by CIO staffers, regardless of their individual 
predispositions. In essence, organizers of varying styles 
and racial attitudes came to apply those things that worked 
and gave up on other methods that did not. 

In approaching an interracial work force, a CIO or
ganizer encountered a group of people who, in a social 
sense, shared little beyond their common time in the work
place. The nonwork time of black and white workers was 
spent in separate spheres. Since company opposition pre
vented organizers from meeting workers in the one place 
where they congregated—the workplace—the organizing 
task routinely and inexorably became two tasks, a black cam
paign and a white campaign. Which to begin first? CIO staff
ers soon learned that one had to organize white workers 
first. As a Fur and Leather organizer put it: 

Once we could get among the whites and get them or
ganized, [we could] begin to do a little education 
work, a little working out of some understanding that 
"you can't win here unless you get the black people, 
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too; they've gotta come." If you started with the 
blacks, it was almost sure that you were gonna have 
trouble, then, with the whites. At least this is what 
we found in practically every case. So, normally we 
started with the whites. And then as quickly as we 
could, we'd begin to talk to them about organizing the 
blacks. "You'll have to have them. Otherwise, the 
boss is going to use them against you. And here, if 
you ever have a strike, he'll hire some black scabs. 
And these things will help destroy you." Now, when 
it was approached properly, you see, it worked.44 

But organizers had to be careful not to take in blacks "too 
fast." As a veteran of Alabama's labor wars put it, "If it 
looked to the whites like you had a black union and you 
wanted them to join it, you'd be dead. They wouldn't do 
it."45 

It would be misleading to suggest that anything approach
ing a formula evolved. What emerged can be more aptly de
scribed as a set of practical guidelines. Given the anxiety 
levels in the 1940s associated with racial "commingling" in 
the South, the entire organizing process involving an interra
cial work force was inherently volatile, if not explosive. The 
need to be calm and to improvise were two of the guidelines. 
A certain plateau was reached when workers in both 
races knew, and accepted, that organizing was going for
ward on both fronts. "You met with whites, okay; you met 
with blacks, okay; but the day came when you had to meet to
gether. And that first meeting was touchy. I've had it all 
fall apart right there. Whites just wouldn't do it."46 What 
whites would and would not do depended upon circum
stances frequently beyond the organizer's control. "If a guy 
everybody liked got up and said, 'O.K. we'll do it. We can 
stand for that,' then it would happen. But if he said, 'We 
ain't meeting with no niggers,' then it could all blow up."47 

The sheer irrationality of radial segregation created a tacti
cal climate where subtlety—sometimes subtlety that warred 
against the best of human instincts—was necessary. The re
sulting clash of values could produce a complicated organiz-
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ing situation. For example, an organizer for the Retail 
Clerks spelled out the lengths to which black workers 
would go in order to counter company efforts at race-baiting. 

The company would say, "Oh, I saw him shaking 
hands with"—call a name—"right down there by the 
county courthouse!" [All because] I shook hands with 
somebody, a black man! Really! And, really, black peo
ple knew [the effectiveness of this tactic, and also 
wanted] to be your friend; but they didn't want to— 
it's hard to use the right word—reduce your effective
ness. So, they would kind of want to avoid you a little 
bit, too. They watched where they shook your hand.48 

And so, in the name of cooperation, black and white CIO 
members agreed on occasion not to cooperate in public. 

Defensive tactics among rank-and-file black workers as 
well as among CIO organizers clearly took many forms. In
deed, all CIO organizers involved in Operation Dixie were 
defensive to some extent. Simple intelligence dictated this 
posture. But an organizer's decision as to what to be defen
sive about strongly influenced the shape of the campaign. 
The most effective defense against Southern racism—one 
that ensured no counterattack of any kind—was to ignore 
the black workers. The more one attempted, the greater 
the requirements for poise, subtlety, and, often, physical 
courage. 

The initial problem white organizers faced, however, 
was their own innocence about the patterns of life in black 
communities. They had to learn some elementary truths, 
such as the extent of influence—quite beyond anything in 
white communities—of the guiding social, political, and eco
nomic influence of black ministers. As an organizer ex
plained, 

We had to learn that the black churches were the very 
center of the black communities. Then that's where we 
went. When we went into a town to talk to the blacks 
and to try to get a foothold in some of these plants, 
we went to the black preachers.49 
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The more sophisticated CIO staffers soon learned that more 
was at work in the structure and function of black churches 
than just religion. "Generally speaking, blacks are much eas
ier to organize, not just because they are the most downtrod
den, but because of the greater sense of organization that 
they got through churches and all kinds of lodges."50 

But management, too, soon learned the relevance of the 
black church. Indeed, the practice of making financial contri
butions to black churches as a means of cultivating coopera
tive relations with black spokesmen had been pioneered by 
Henry Ford. The auto magnate had demonstrated how finan
cial contributions to selected black churches could, where 
properly followed up, be utilized to mobilize the ministers 
as employment agents. As one historian has noted, "prospec
tive workers were hired, upon presenting a written minister
ial recommendation from their minister to company 
officials. Negro ministers welcomed Ford's assistance be
cause it increased church attendance, helped keep the 
church financially solvent, and strengthened their commu
nity leadership position."51 

Similar policies were pursued by Southern industrialists, 
none with a more institutionalized consistency than tobacco 
and utility magnate, James Buchanan Duke, who set up per
manent endowments for black and white ministers. Duke 
concentrated his largesse in regions adjacent to his tobacco 
factories and power companies.52 

The CIO's Food and Tobacco international won a notable 
victory in 1943 when it successfully organized the R. J. Reyn
olds plant in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. The cam
paign brought to light the organizing talent of a black 
woman in Winston-Salem, Moranda Smith, who went on 
to become the Southern regional director of FTA-the high
est position any black woman had held up to that time in 
the American labor movement. 

Food and Tobacco also helped pioneer integrated picket 
lines in the course of Operation Dixie. The possibilities for 
overcoming entrenched racial custom afforded by such ef-

were vividly revealed in 1946 at the American Tobacco 
* ... tpany in Charleston, South Carolina. 
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Black and white women were walking the picket line 
in front of the "white" gate, [when] one of the white 
non-strikers spat at one of the black women as she 
left the factory in the afternoon. The black woman 
stepped out of line and slapped the white woman. 
The police, who were always there, arrested the black 
woman for assault. At the magistrates' court the next 
morning, the white woman presented her case; then 
the black woman presented her case. [But] the magis
trate dismissed the case when one of the white 
women union members said, "I saw the whole thing. 
This scab spit in this sister's face, and she deserved 
every slap she got." This new alignment of sympathy 
reversed what would have been an open and shut 
case of believing the testimony of the white witness. It 
also showed a new level of understanding on the part 
of the white women workers.53 

A subtle truth about race relations in the South lurks be
neath the surface of events in Charleston in 1946. Coopera
tion between black and white workers could generally 
reach higher levels after a union had won recognition. In 
the initial organizing effort, company tactics to divide work
ers through the use of hearsay could (in the absence of previ
ous interracial contact that would contradict such hearsay) 
prove effective in ways that could be disastrous for the un
ion's cause. A Fur and Leather organizer described the tactic: 

The company would go to white workers and say, 
"You can't trust them Goddamn so-and-sos." And 
then they would go to the blacks and say, "You 
know, they've always sold you down the river, those 
whites over there. You get with them and you ain't 
gonna get that other nickel or dime we told you 
about."54 

A Mississippi veteran summarized, "Companies race-baited 
constantly, and the workers would fall for that."55 A labor 
lawyer added, "The CIO could get [blacks] to join but they 
couldn't keep them, because the employers would come in 
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with one strategy or another and just flush them out like 
birds."56 

But alongside these pessimistic generalizations, Opera
tion Dixie offered specific case histories that provided exam
ples of how the traditions associated with Southern 
segregation could be overcome. Food and Tobacco, Fur and 
Leather, and the Packinghouse unions were notable in their 
ability to achieve such victories. Each possessed the intui
tion, as a matter both of union policy and the leadership's 
conviction, that interracial organizing was possible in the 
South in 1946. The ingredients of success seemed to lie in a 
judicious combination of close and candid contact with work
ers of both races and an ability to express in down-to-earth 
language the choices that had to be made, the costs and bene
fits of those choices, and a preview of company efforts that 
would be made to derail them. 

The experiences of the Packinghouse Workers in Texas 
provided concrete illustration. In the meat-packing indus
try, the union entered a working environment that con
tained a number of long-standing discriminatory practices. 
There were "male" jobs and "female" jobs, "black" jobs 
and "white" jobs, differing rates of pay in Northern and 
Southern plants, and separate eating facilities and dressing 
rooms for blacks and whites.57 

Tension developed in the Armour plant in Fort Worth 
when, under the terms of the contract, management was to 
take down the partitions that separated the races in the 
plant dining room and in all the dressing rooms. The head 
of the Fort Worth union had been elected by a white segrega
tionist faction in the local. The district director of the Packing
house Workers Union in charge of the Fort Worth area, A. 
J. Pittman, was sympathetic to the local union leadership 
there, and reported to the international in Chicago that 
union members were "marching on the union hall" to pro
test the removal of these segregationist symbols in factory 
life. The president of the international, Ralph Helstein, dis
patched two lieutenants, Russell Haisley, a black vice presi
dent from Chicago, and "Butch" Hathaway, a Southern 
white, to Fort Worth to call a meeting of the local. "They 
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were both strong union men," said Helstein. "Haisley was 
calm and firm and Hathaway was a Baptist who spoke with 
a strong Southern accent, and I figured these two guys 
ought to be able to solve it." 

Over 1,000 members attended the unusual meeting. 
"There were knives and guns all over the place. There was 
screaming and hollering. It was impossible to keep order 
and they didn't want order; they didn't want to hear any
thing. The blacks who were there were outnumbered." The 
two union officials confirmed the seriousness of the situa
tion to Helstein upon their return to Chicago. 

The impediments—and the opportunities—that the race 
issue visited upon labor-management relations were vividly 
demonstrated by the Fort Worth incident. Helstein con
tacted Frank Green, Armour's vice president in charge of in
dustrial relations, and told him: 

"You and I got a date to go to Fort Worth. We've got 
a lot of trouble there." He said, "I understand you got 
some troubles down there, but they're not my trou
bles." And I said, "Oh, Frank, you're wrong. You've 
got troubles, too. And you had better make them your 
troubles; or, if you prefer, I'm going to pick up this tele
phone and I'm going to call every Armour local in the 
United States and tell them you are reneging on your 
agreement about eliminating segregated dining 
rooms." So, he quickly came around and sent his 
lieutenant—whom I actually preferred to Green, be
cause he was a better man—Dean Hawkins. 

Hawkins and Helstein went to Fort Worth, where 
Helstein met first, alone, with Pittman. 

I said, "Let's get down to specifics. I don't think we 
can have the kind of union we need unless you do." I 
pointed out how much this contract provided, and 
how much of that had come out of the pockets of 
black people in the North. And I explained to Pittman 
that he had to tell his union members that they 
couldn't have it both ways. So, we met with the leader-
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ship of the local and they said they didn't give a 
damn about a contract. And I said, "Do you want me 
to put that to a vote?" Of course they didn't. But they 
told me that I didn't understand, that "rape was 
going on all the time," and "everybody knows they 
[the black union members] all got syphilis. We're not 
going to use the same toilets as they do." Well, I lis
tened to this stuff until I got tired of it. And I said, 
"Let me make this clear. You know this union. You 
know the rules by which we live. You know what our 
constitution provides; and, that it is enforced. You've 
got the following benefits out of this last contract." 
And I named them. "You will either live by those 
rules that got those benefits for you, or you'll be out 
on your ear. And you can't go argue with Armour on 
your own." And they said, "You don't mean that!" 
And I said, "Don't put me to the test." 

Helstein, together with Hawkins, then met with the 
company's supervisory personnel. Helstein said to the local 
plant superintendent: 

We have every reason to believe that you people insti
gated this and spread the word, playing on every preju
dice. And I understand that there was fertile soil here, 
that the union as well as the company is in this thing. 
Now I want Mr. Hawkins—in my presence—to tell 
you whether or not this represents Armour policy, 
and what you can expect if you continue it. 

Hawkins said that the partitions had to come down and em
phasized to the Armour supervisors that they were not to vio
late the conditions of the contract. Helstein told the local 
union head, Pittman, to "sit" on the situation, and he 
added privately to Armour's Hawkins, "Don't do anything 
yet. I'll tell you when the time has come to move." 
One of the items in the contract concerned paid holi
days. To collect, an employee had to work the day before 
and the day after the holiday. Helstein waited until the next 
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holiday—several weeks—and then called Hawkins on the 
day beforehand and said: 

"The walls come down tonight." And he said, 
"You're not giving us much notice. What's the 
hurry?" And I said, "The men, they have to have a self-
interest in it." So, the partitions came down. And 
there were rumblings. But, after three days, when 
everybody had worked the day after the holiday, no
body had died, nobody had contracted syphilis. The 
heat had gone out of it. 

The upshot of this affair was a change in the style of the 
local union in Fort Worth. As Helstein summarized, 

Throughout, black union members conducted them
selves with discipline. Two months later, we had an 
election and the international got actively involved, put
ting together a black-white slate against a completely 
white slate. It won by a two-to-one margin. The black 
membership was about 40 percent. There was a heavy 
turnout. Of course, the union was much stronger after 
that.58 

The conclusion that arises from such case histories con
cerns the distinctions that can be made between an integra-
tionist policy, on the one hand, and integrationist action, 
on the other. In interpreting CIO racial policy in the immedi
ate postwar era, Helstein, among other CIO progressives, 
made this distinction: "The CIO fulfilled its commitment to 
organize all people, irrespective of race, creed or color; but 
its concept of organization stopped with their becoming 
members of the union." Many CIO unions maintained sepa
rate seniority lists, black and white, and had differences in 
terms of participation in decision-making and union office-
holding. Said Helstein: "I think it is crucial to understand 
the distinction that should be made, and was not made, be
tween the CIO's constitutional commitment to organize all 
workers, irrespective of race, creed or color, and what dis
crimination means in terms of daily life. Now, we in the Pack-
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inghouse Workers Union had become sensitive to that, and 
were able to make that distinction. But very few other un
ions ever did." 

Helstein added, "And as far as I know, many haven't to 
this day."59 

Having specified the pivotal distinctions between pro
nouncements and performance, it is nevertheless necessary 
to add that Operation Dixie did not fail because the CIO 
was "not liberal enough" on racial policy. To the extent 
that issues of white supremacy bore on the outcome of Oper
ation Dixie—and they bore heavily if not decisively—the rac
ism of the larger society, including the racism imbedded in 
the Southern work force, seemed to blunt the racial initia
tives inherent in the CIO commitment to organize a "big 
union" of all workers. In terms of institutional commitment 
on issues of racial equity, the CIO was in advance of the busi
ness community, the nation's religious and academic com
munities, and the white workers of the South. 

Yet white supremacy was not the only barrier—nor even 
the only cultural barrier—to a successful outcome of Opera
tion Dixie. The Southern heritage of poverty and paternal
ism also played a central role. 



VI 
"They Went Out to 

Intimidate the People" 

The Mayor, the police chief, the deputy, the business
men, the president of the Chamber of Commerce— 
everybody was against us.1 

They mobilized the towns against us. They con
trolled most of the churches in the towns. Even the 
black churches they sometimes controlled, too, with do
nations. They owned practically everything else. They 
controlled the educational apparatus. They controlled 
the police force, the deputy sheriffs and the county 
clerks. And they mobilized them. They did a real job, 
in most cases, of mobilizing them.2 

When a textile plant or a lumber plant or any other 
kind of plant opened up, the local politicians told 
them, "You're in the South here. You don't need to 
worry about unions." They were just told: 

"We guarantee you won't have a union." That's 
what the leadership of the community said.3 

You had to be awful careful not to provide the com
pany and the local law officials with anything they 
could arrest you for. I've been arrested for littering. 
And / didn't throw the leaflet down! I handed it to a per
son there that was walking and they threw it down. 
But they weren't arrested. J was the one arrested for lit-

88 
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tering. And, of course, the local sheriff was always on 
their side.4 

Historians have long struggled with the challenge of defin
ing the "peculiarity" and "uniqueness" of the American 
South. The paternalism and patriarchy visible in the region 
have been almost as widely noted as its distinctive racial cus
toms. Southern society has been seen as more highly strati
fied, with less class mobility, than the rest of the nation. 
Sharp imbalances of power are highly visible—between 
blacks and whites, between men and women, and, as CIO 
proponents were always ready to assert, between workers 
and employers. A wide variety of evidence supports such 
conclusions. Department of Labor statistics verify the mark
edly lower wages that have historically prevailed through
out the region. A solid array of segregation laws 
demonstrate the stratification of society along racial lines. 
Cultural stereotypes describe the distinctive character of the 
region: the "good old boy," the "Southern belle," the 
"redneck." 

As hard social evidence, however, such generalizations 
are unsatisfying. They do not explain the failure of the 
CIO's Operation Dixie. In the North, for example, an "imbal
ance" of power between management and labor also ex
isted prior to the sensational CIO organizing drives of the 
1930s. Patriarchy, in workers' families as well as in the soci
ety as a whole, had long been a feature of life throughout 
the country, as had ethnic and racial tensions. And there 
were certainly "company towns" in the North as well. Yet 
the CIO's organizing campaign of the 1930s overcame these 
impediments. Even in the South, Operation Dixie achieved 
enough local successes in 1946 to give pause to any ob
server who might name the South's "peculiarities" as the 
easy explanation for labor's postwar defeat in the region. 
The task at hand, then, is to attempt to look beneath such 
generalizations and locate those things in the substance of 
daily life in the South that, in 1946, affected the CIO drive 
in significant ways and help explain its ultimate failure. 

The highly visible imbalances of power at that time 
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should be noted as the outset. There was, for example, the 
matter of resources that could be expended in politics. The 
CIO's Political Action Committee in Texas in 1946 managed 
a treasury of $3,500 to contend with a war chest of 
$3,400,000 mobilized by the Texas Manufacturers' Associa
tion in the same year.5 Similarly, a TWUA official in Louisi
ana alerted the Atlanta SOC office to the "vicious nucleus" 
of "bag factory and fibre factory owners" who were financ
ing a broadly gauged anti-union campaign in the state legisla
ture.6 

Owners of plants threatened by CIO organizers were by 
no means the only source of anti-union sentiment. Bankers 
in Georgia distributed a pamphlet entitled, "Preventative 
Medicine Against Unionism" to textile workers in Colum
bus.7 And in Andalusia, Alabama, 132 businessmen joined 
in a full-page advertisement warning "out-of-town and out-
of-state organizers" of the troubles that awaited them. 
Local strikebreakers in a labor dispute were characterized 
as "loyal employees." The president of the Commercial 
Bank in Andalusia told a striker, "I'm going to do all in my 
power to see the CIO run out of Andalusia."8 

But if the odds looked long as a result of business influ
ence on the general public and on Southern state legisla
tures, there were, in every Southern legislature, at least 
some friendly faces—if only an embattled handful. How
ever, such was not the case among local law enforcement offi
cials and mayors in the towns and villages where the CIO 
attempted to organize textile workers. 

In mill villages daily life had a fundamentally different 
shape. To assess these differences, it is necessary to note 
some clear distinctions between managerial prerogatives in 
a wholly company-owned mill village and those available to 
owners of small plants located in cities which supported 
other industries as well. 

A great many small plants were not "company towns" 
in the all-consuming cultural sense of the classic Southern 
"mill village." The patterns of paternalism were thus not as 
securely in place. The owner of a small plant might be ex
pected to be on friendly terms with the local political, reli-



They Went Out" 91 

gious, educational, and law enforcement establishment, but 
he would not "own" them in the exclusive manner that his
torically prevailed in mill villages. This is not to say that a 
small textile manufacturer could not count on general agree
ment between himself and the other sources of authority in 
a Southern city. But cooperation existed within broad limits— 
for example, the limits of legality. An anti-union campaign 
generated by the company could, within the circumference 
of certain rules, be expected to receive routine support 
from city officials and from religious and educational lead
ers who otherwise functioned as independent actors. 

But in a mill village, the local mayor was not merely com
pliant within the constraints of his own self-respect and 
sense of autonomy; he was wholly subservient because he 
was either a dependent employee or a part of the manage
ment team itself. Similarly, the superintendent of the vil
lage schools and the police chief were, in effect, company 
employees, while local ministers, accustomed to company 
contributions as an important element of church budgets, 
were only slightly less dependent.9 In practical terms, these 
relationships meant that mill village owners enjoyed a rela
tively unrestricted range of options in combating a union or
ganizing campaign. More than "cooperation" could be 
anticipated. Something approaching an intimately shared 
agenda could be counted upon. While Southern sheriffs 
could be expected to "enforce the law" and in so doing liber
ally interpret local ordinances against "distributing leaflets" 
or "unlawful assembly," mill village sheriffs could go far be
yond such limits. They could actively harass and imprison; 
they could "forcibly restrain." They could intimidate.10 In 
mill towns, the will of the company blanketed the universe. 
"They owned the houses people lived in," as one organizer 
put it. "They owned the store where they bought their gro
ceries."11 Elaborated another: "If they wanted to put pres
sure, they'd go up on the rent, or they'd go up on the 
water."12 In mill villages, local merchants were routinely re
sponsive to the mill. In the words of a veteran textile 
organizer, 
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They could put so much pressure on, where that 
wasn't true of the other industries. If somebody in the 
mill wanted to join the union, then the first thing [the 
merchants] told them was, "You're probably not 
going to be able to get any more credit, because I'm wor
ried about your job."13 

Southern CIO organizers for industries other than textiles 
agreed that special conditions existed in mill villages. A rep
resentative of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, for exam
ple, stressed the differences in the organizing hazards faced 
in the garment industry as compared with textiles. She em
phasized the extent of social control in mill villages. 

If you didn't have a job, you had to move out of that 
house and you couldn't go to the commissary and buy 
groceries. That would make it much more difficult to or
ganize in that field. Most of the clothing plants that 
came into town just opened up a little building, hired 
people, and they didn't control your whole life.14 

Southern workers tell of mill-owner power that reached far 
beyond the limits of social control normally associated with 
anti-union employers. Stories about children being taken 
out of school and put into the plants were common. A CIO 
organizer recalled one woman's story: 

The manager of the mill—they lived in the mill village— 
told her, "If your daughter don't come to work in the 
mill, we're gonna make you move out of the mill vil
lage house." At eight years old!! Took her out of 
school! And they had a switch up there and when 
you didn't mind them, they'd whip you! At the plant, 
workin' on the job! The second-hand, the foreman, 
the loom-fixer or the doffer—anyone they had over 
the section could whip them.15 

Another organizer told of being summoned, at age four
teen, to the school principal's office: 

He was all smiles and said, "How're you doing, 
Lloyd?" And he went on, "Lloyd, you're a big boy 
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now. Have you thought about goin' to work?" I said, 
"No, sir." He says, "Has your mother talked to you 
about it?" (You see, my father had been dead about a 
year and a half, two years then.) I says, "No, sir." But 
I already knew; my brothers had come along before 
me, you know. So I knew what he was talking about. 
He said, "Here, take this card, and carry it home and 
tell your mother to sign it." That's all he told me. I 
knew exactly what it meant. I carried it home at 
lunch, and I carried it back that afternoon. And if I re
member right, it was Wednesday. And he said, 
"Now, next Monday morning you go to the plant. 
And you go to the weaving shop and tell them that I 
sent you; but they know you're coming." And they 
did; they knew I was coming. So they put me to 
work, filling batteries in the weaving shop.16 

Such control triggered family arguments—anger alternating 
with fear, a sense of being exploited alongside a sense of 
needing the job. Said one woman, a survivor of a mill vil
lage who later became a textile organizer: 

When I first started to join the union where I worked, 
times was bad and my sister told me, "You're going 
to lose your job if you join the union!" And Mom 
said, "What has she lost, if she loses it? She's eating 
and sleeping; she'll eat and sleep somewhere. But some
one in the family had to work in the mill. My dad 
would pick up a little job now and then; he was a car
penter. My brother-in-law was a plasterer. And they 
might get a little job now and then. I was the only 
one that had a weekly paycheck coming in that house. 
And how little it was!17 

For many, time had transformed this experience into rage. 
According to some, mill owners wanted "large families 
who could populate the mills."18 "The company expected 
'em to raise 'em some more hands."19 Companies "in
structed" workers and "encouraged them to have gar
dens," so the workers "wouldn't realize how little they 
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were making."20 Mill owners were determined to "keep peo
ple from an education."21 "No education and the lowest 
paid," another escapee from a Southern mill village agreed. 
He added, in some bitterness, that the textile mills em
ployed "the most ignorant people."22 

Southern mills workers knew they were held in con
tempt, knew the outside world regarded them as "lint-
heads" and "rednecks."23 They understood—more than did 
outside observers—the extent of social control in the mill vil
lage. The CIO's immediate challenge was to find ways to 
avoid simply being overwhelmed in mill villages. 

Perhaps nothing illustrated the difficulty of this task 
more than the mundane, day-to-day details revealed by 
Lucy Randolph Mason in her reports back to the CIO's At
lanta office. An August memorandum from the mill village 
of Liberty, South Carolina, was typical in tone and substan
tive detail of the reports from the front lines where the 
CIO's graceful and Southern-born "ambassador" encoun
tered the representatives of local officialdom in textile coun
try. She found the mayor of Liberty at his gas station and 
auto parts store. The mayor was "very busy." Denying any 
violation of civil rights by police, the major said "the truth 
was the people there did not like the CIO and did not want 
a union." Mason then located the village's police chief and 
"talked civil rights" with him. She told him she had heard re
ports about his driving a car around where organizers were 
visiting. Although the chief denied any intent "to spy on 
them," he did admit knowing the "names of all who had 
joined the union." In Anderson, South Carolina, Mason 
found a police chief, "obviously much against unions," 
whose manner "indicated a readiness to help break 
strikes." The chief seemed unconcerned about violations of 
civil rights, telling Mason, "I don't hold with all that 
stuff."24 

But if Mason's summary of power relationships in mill 
towns was stark, it soon became apparent that more sophisti
cated legal machinery in the South had also been mobilized 
for use against the CIO. Just as one of the first applications 
of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act in the 1890s had been 
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against unions, rather than against trusts, so anti-Klan mea
sures passed during Reconstruction were dusted off and ap
plied to CIO organizers in Nashville and elsewhere in the 
South. Such actions kept the CIO's few lawyers in the 
South busy fighting defensive actions in courts rather than 
using their legal expertise more profitably to seek enforce
ment of NLRB guidelines.25 

One of the many levers in the legal system that compa
nies could exploit involved the use of law firms specializing 
in anti-union tactics. Such firms provided sophisticated tacti
cal advice. The CIO's Alabama state director Carey Haigler 
found himself without recourse in the face of one such 
labor relations consultant whom he confronted in numer
ous situations in southern Alabama and northern Florida. 
Petitions for elections were systematically delayed for 
prolonged periods through legal maneuverings. Haigler's ad
versary was notorious for insisting on having an NLRB repre
sentative present at every certification hearing, "along with 
a whole lot of unnecessary trimmings."26 Other key organiz
ers in textiles confirmed the existence of concerted legal ef
forts to "delay the process wherever possible," in an 
attempt to ensure that it was "very expensive to organize, 
and almost impractical." Southern textile manufacturers 
tried to convince CIO organizers that "every legal ruse" 
would be employed in hopes the union "would tire and go 
away."27 Long organizing campaigns that ended in victori
ous NLRB elections did not necessarily result in union recog
nition and contract negotiations, but rather in immediate 
company-sponsored court appeals for new NLRB elections. 
Meanwhile, company-worker relations remained as they 
were during the CIO campaign. Pro-union workers were har
assed and fired, intimidating the remainder. Most CIO organ
izers felt the long NLRB appeals process uniformly worked 
to the benefit of employers so that, as one organizer put it, 
"by the time we won, we had no members."28 

The CIO's only full-time lawyer in the South during the de
cisive months of Operation Dixie, Jerome Cooper, went to 
great lengths to describe his frustration in such strike cases. 
"We were fairly helpless," he said. 
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They'd picket a plant, and then the company would 
start advertising for scabs. And scabs started coming 
in and taking these people's jobs, knowing that what
ever was won by the force of the strike would re
dound to the benefit of the non-strikers, too. 
Although it seemed to me immoral and wrong, I had 
on many occasions to tell the strikers, "You can't stop 
those people from going in and taking your job. The 
law gives them the right to take your job, as long as 
you're on an economic strike and not on an unfair 
labor practices strike." Sometimes we could prove the 
employer had engaged in unfair labor practices and 
then we could get our jobs back through the Labor 
Board.29 

Anti-union legal tactics were not restricted to federal laws; 
local ordinances, too, could be activated to impede CIO or
ganizing efforts. In Canton, North Carolina, organizers 
found themselves up against an ancient city ordinance pro
hibiting distributing and soliciting on city property. Similar 
practices surfaced throughout the Carolina piedmont.30 

While it could be argued—and was, in internal CIO discus
sions among organizers—that these same tactics had been 
unsuccessful in thwarting the CIO's organizing drive in the 
1930s, a deeper truth was that the basic social climate in 
the nation as a whole had changed drastically since the 
CIO had triumphed over General Motors in 1937. Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt was dead, as was the New Deal coali
tion's congressional majority; no New Deal governors were 
to be found in Georgia or Mississippi in 1946, as had been 
the case in Michigan in 1937. Perhaps most important of 
all, American business had regained its footing and, after tal
lying record profits during the war years, was confident 
and determined in its postwar moves against organized 
labor.31 

How did these shifts in national climate translate region
ally, in the daily life of Operation Dixie? The Southern es
tablishment was sufficiently confident of its status in the 
society that its first reactions to the appearance of CIO orga-
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nizers were often relatively low-key. One example involved 
what might be called the politics of ridicule. When the CIO at
tempted to establish its presence in a community, some com
panies positioned large empty trash barrels at the plant 
gates, bearing prominently displayed signs: "Put CIO Trash 
Here." One organizer recalled that sometimes "they'd have 
it on fire," so that workers could conveniently "drop the leaf
lets in there and let 'em burn, see."32 This sort of psychologi
cal warfare made life difficult for organizers. But more 
effective than ridicule was surveillance to persuade organiz
ers to leave town or at least to demonstrate to workers the 
powerlessness of the CIO staff. Organizational meetings 
were routinely watched and interrupted, often followed by 
visits to organizers' rooms and apartments. Organizers also 
reported attempts to "rabble-rouse you on the telephone."33 

Company supervisors also made a great display of taking 
down license numbers in parking lots outside union meet
ings. Organizers in Mississippi were kept under surveil
lance, while others had their telephones tapped in a 
number of towns in Georgia and South Carolina. "It all 
came down to making people afraid," said one organizer 
who spent most of his organizing career in eastern Tennes
see.34 

Such tactics, demonstrating the vulnerability and relative 
weakness of the CIO, had the intended effect of making pro-
union workers think twice before lining up on what ap
peared to be the "losing side." In Sumter, South Carolina, 
the chief of police picked up a CIO organizer and "paraded 
him all over town in the police car." Although no charges 
were filed and the organizer was released soon after, the inci
dent so heightened existing fear among the workers there 
that the organizer reported he was subsequently unable to 
make any progress at all.35 One labor lawyer cited arrests 
over "the right to use pamphlets, loudspeakers, and even 
the right to use the streets—what Justice Douglas called the 
poor man's newspaper."36 Sometimes the police arrested or
ganizers on "John Doe warrants," wherein the official was 
not required to identify any particular individual before-
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hand and was thus free to use the warrant to arrest anyone 
he chose.37 

And so it was that reports on Operation Dixie in CIO 
newspapers began containing accounts of bizarre arrests, 
quick convictions, and harsh sentences. Organizers en
gaged in passing out leaflets in front of plant gates were ar
rested for trespassing and sentenced to "terms on the chain 
gang." In response, CIO attorneys planned to make an ap
peal challenging the North Carolina law that prohibited 
jury service to nonowners of property "on the grounds that 
blacks were systematically excluded from jury service."38 

Similarly, seven striking laundry workers, picked up and 
charged with nuisance, assault, and resisting arrest, were 
sentenced "from 3 months to a year." Some were sen
tenced to serve their time in jail, and others on road 
gangs.39 

In Parsons, Tennessee, labor's position became so tenu
ous that CIO lawyers asked the United States attorney gen
eral to investigate charges that a mob had driven union 
members out of town, that one union member had been 
threatened with death, and that an outdoor union meeting 
had been broken up when "Mayor William Long appeared 
at the head of a mob of 50 men and ordered the organizers 
to leave town." An insight into what the mayor thought 
about the CIO was gained when one of the organizers 
asked him if he was the mayor. Long replied, "Hell, yes, 
and if you don't believe it, just start something."40 

Dixie organizers came to understand that even appeals 
to federal authorities carried a certain risk. In Mississippi, 
one CIO staff member went to a local FBI office to com
plain about local law enforcement tactics. Shortly there
after, he was picked up and interrogated by the local police 
officers and told that it "wouldn't do him any good" to 
"run back over and cry on the FBI's shoulders. They're our 
friends."41 

But there was an entirely different level of opposition 
that could be mobilized against the CIO. Company reaction 
to the appearance of Dixie organizers could be both immedi
ate and violent. The CIO office in downtown Gadsden, Ala-



"They Went Out' 99 

bama, was the scene of a direct assault. Persons under the 
employ of a company the CIO was trying to organize broke 
into the office and took typewriters, desks, and chairs and 
threw them out the upstairs window onto the sidewalk 
below.42 In addition to acts of intimidation against the CIO 
staff itself, roving squads threatened pro-union workers as 
well. A veteran organizer assigned to textiles during the 
Southern drive said: "If the company found that any work
ers were the least bit in favor of the union, visits were 
made to their homes. They threatened them in their 
homes!"43 In Bibb City, Georgia, the CIO staff made an ini
tial visit to the gates of a textile plant only to find "a mess 
of goons" waiting. "They ran us away from the gate." 
Though the organizers responded by increasing their num
bers the next day, the initial mob action had been sufficient 
to undermine their efforts. The organizer conceded: "We re
ally never made any progress."44 

Another common maneuver involved the transfer or fir
ing of employees engaged in union activities, especially 
debilitating to a CIO campaign when those individuals 
constituted the nucleus of the CIO's in-plant committee. 
One in-plant organizer, working in a dyeing and finishing 
plant near Linwood, North Carolina, had a job that took 
him to all the departments in the plant. Thus, he was able 
to make contact with a large number of his fellow workers, 
taking along membership books and signing up new union 
members while on his way through the plant. He was soon 
reassigned to a job that kept him in one place all day. It 
had the intended effect. He remembered workers coming 
up to him and saying, '"Well, you see! That's why they did 
that! They're gonna get me too if I mess with what you're 
into!'" The only response the organizer could make was 
pithy, but something less than persuasive: "I'd say, 'Well, 
that's alright. We'll eat crow for a while, but we're gonna 
be eating chicken one of these days!' "45 An organizer re
duced to such retorts had clearly lost in his contest with 
the company for credibility in the eyes of the workers. 

The almost unrelenting abuse that descended upon CIO 
organizers throughout 1946 is recorded in legal depositions, 
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staff appeals to the U.S. attorney general, Justice Depart
ment briefs filed in federal courts, and, rather vividly, in 
the oral testimony of participants in Operation Dixie. The rit
ual humiliation enshrouded in such evidence had an under
standable effect on organizer morale. This circumstance 
helps account for another kind of evidence that is also prop
erly a part of the history of the campaign. This evidence con
stitutes part of what might be called the "oral tradition" of 
Operation Dixie. It conveys the near heroic determination 
of certain legendary CIO organizers. That the tradition 
persists—forty years after Operation Dixie—has its own his
torical meaning insofar as it verifies the intensity of the strug
gle that took place in 1946. One such legend surrounds the 
activities of J. P. Mooney in Alabama. 

Mooney was an organizer for the Mine, Mill and Smelter 
Workers Union, an institution with a long radical heritage 
dating back to the days of IWW militance in the West. 
Mooney seems to have been a rather appropriate representa
tive of this tradition, for his encounter with textile company 
police in Avondale, Alabama, had an apocalyptic flair out 
of which legends are, indeed, made. As the tradition goes, 
on Mooney's "first day" at the plant, 

The company cops beat him up in front of the work
ers. He came back the next day all bruised, beat up, 
black eyes, distributing his leaflets. This time they not 
only beat him, they stomped him almost to death. 
They kicked his viscera loose from his spine. He was 
in the hospital for six weeks. While he was in the hospi
tal, the head of the company police came to see him 
and said, "J. P. Mooney, you are a very brave man. 
But look, if you come back again with your leaflets, 
we're going to kill you. Now, we're giving you notice: 
you're dead if you come back." The day after he got 
out of the hospital, by himself he was back at the 
plant gate with his leaflets. And the next day, he 
signed every bloody worker in that plant. And two 
weeks later he had negotiated a contract. And, he put 
a black man on the board of that textile union, be-
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cause Mooney had come out of that Mine, Mill and 
Smelter Workers [tradition]. You see, he had guts.46 

The story possessed the essential ingredients of myth. Be
yond the fact that the story was essentially true was the 
fact that it addressed a general truth: to be successful in Oper
ation Dixie, organizers had to find ways to overcome work
ers' fear. 

It was in this realm—the anxiety of Southern workers 
that had been nurtured by generations of poverty and de
feat on the land—that the ultimate contest between the 
CIO and Southern management was waged. And it was in 
this realm that elements of the Southern past could effec
tively be harnessed to defeat the prospect of a unionized 
present. To overcome fear, workers had to gain from their as
sociation with the CIO some sense of security. Anything 
that made the CIO appear weak undermined this possibil
ity. Harassment by local sheriffs or company police, organ
ized beatings, varied tactics of public ridicule—all served to 
emphasize the CIO's relative powerlessness. It thus height
ened rank-and-file apprehensions that there was no real pros
pect for any kind of relationship with the company other 
than the one they had always known. 

Another method of undermining the CIO's cultural credi
bility involved efforts to portray organizers as aliens in the re
gion. The importance of this tactic was evidenced by the 
amount of time and resources invested by Southern manage
ment in painting the CIO as a conspiracy of "outsiders." Per
haps no participants in Operation Dixie were more aware 
of the impact of this anti-union tactic than Southern-born 
members of the CIO's organizing team. Among potential 
management weapons, the "outsider" label was, Missis
sippi organizers felt, "the biggest thing they had."47 It was 
"played to the hilt" in Alabama.48 And it was used "con
stantly" in the Carolinas.49 Mill owners made much of the 
"foreign" names of CIO leaders—Baldanzi and Bittner in At
lanta, and Rieve of the Textile Workers. In Mississippi, a pho
tograph of Jacob Potofsky, president of the Amalgamated 
Clothing Workers, was tacked on a bulletin board inside 
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the plant and illuminated with a floodlight. Next to it was a 
sign: "Does this man look like he's interested in your wel
fare?" Though an organizer characterized the tactic as "pa
thetic," the more relevant fact was that the plant remained 
unorganized.50 

More provocative tactics could also serve as effective 
means of winning the cultural battle over the CIO's legiti
macy. Few company maneuvers could be as shocking and 
as effective as a sudden lockout or its extension—outright fir
ing of the work force. In Jasper, Alabama, an effective CIO or
ganizing drive in a small company had signed up a 
majority of the thirty employees. The company promptly 
fired all the active CIO supporters. As a result the workers 
struck on August 30,1946, and the strike continued until Sep
tember 6, when the company shut the plant down and 
ceased operations entirely. The CIO filed charges with the 
NLRB, both on the discharge of particular individuals and 
on the lockout, but the union was still awaiting a hearing 
as Operation Dixie ground slowly to a halt at the end of 
the year. As organizers themselves saw it, the message 
sent to all Alabama workers in the vicinity was that the 
CIO was helpless against corporate power.51 Such events be
came so commonplace that organizers learned to anticipate 
them. "I don't believe we should go on with the election at 
present. If Korn [Company] should have a lockout it would 
be just that much more Hell on our hands. It is bad 
enough with Sumter Casket Company."52 Attempts to organ
ize furniture plants around Sumter, South Carolina, met 
with similar opposition that proved so effective that the inter
nal correspondence of the CIO was filled with complaints. 
The tone of this correspondence revealed clearly enough 
the extent to which CIO leadership had to fight against a 
sense of helplessness. One despairing CIO staff director sum
marized the situation in one embattled textile town in his 
state: "They have discharged several of our leading people; 
they have closed up one mill and undoubtedly will close an
other mill if I file a petition. There have been threats of vio
lence and Earp finds it extremely difficult to carry on any 
normal work."53 Such events led the South Carolina state di-
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rector to a conclusion in July that many other CIO people 
would reach before the end of 1946: "I think [organizers'] ef
forts will be better spent in other situations until the excite
ment and hysteria die down in Sumter."54 

During a campaign at the large Milliken Mills in South Car
olina, company management found the threat of a com
plete shutdown to be their ultimate weapon, one that went 
beyond identifying and firing individual workers to a strat
egy that threatened the entire labor force. During the 
course of the CIO's campaign, the plant's owner, Roger 
Milliken, arrived at the plant to deliver a speech to the em
ployees, with the local press in attendance. Later, the press 
reported that Milliken had advised his employees: "If you 
people want your job you'd better not vote for a union, be
cause I've already closed two plants down where they 
voted the union in. And they were not put back to work."55 

Sometimes, selected heavy layoffs could send the same 
signal as would a threat to fire the entire work force. The 
United Packinghouse Workers lost an election in Kansas 
City, where "there was a very small vote due to the tremen
dous lay-offs."56 In Black Mountain, North Carolina, the 
Grove Stone and Sand Company laid off the entire second 
shift, and also fired a truck driver on its first shift who had 
been active in the organizing campaign.57 

In such a climate of hostility, it is understandable that 
the oral tradition surrounding Operation Dixie goes beyond 
the J. P. Mooney legend and similar stores of individual cour
age to include literally scores of stories of unexpected con
frontations with mobs organized by management. In 
Florence, South Carolina, an organizer opened his door one 
Friday night to find a mob of over twenty "second-hands 
and bosses," who informed him that if he was not out of 
town by Saturday night, he would be "'tarred and feath
ered and taken back to Georgia."58 In Brucetin, Tennessee, 
two women organizers who were renting a room from a 
Methodist minister and his wife awoke one morning to a 
mob of 150 men approaching, one of whom yelled to the min
ister, "You better git them women outta there!" So confi
dent of the outcome were the mob leaders that they had 
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called some newspapermen from Memphis the night before 
to alert them to a story of CIO organizers being run out of 
town. The newspapermen duly arrived and asked the orga
nizers if they intended to leave, to which one replied, "No, 
we don't run." One of the newspapermen persisted, how
ever, and asked the women for a picture of them with their 
suitcases. The CIO organizers declined to cooperate in this 
bit of anti-union journalism and the newspapermen re
mained until they were later able to get a photograph of 
the two women coming out of a restaurant where they had 
just eaten breakfast. The photo duly appeared in the next 
edition.59 

Aside from scores of incidents that like these two, ended 
peacefully, the labor press reported that some seventeen or
ganizers and union members had been severely assaulted 
in the South during the first five months of Operation 
Dixie, including at least one case in which a law enforce
ment officer had been directly responsible for the assault.60 

When not involved directly in assaults, police often looked 
the other way when mobs harassed organizers or drove 
them out of town.61 Bittner expressed labor's outrage at 
such treatment: "One of the worst things about this situa
tion is that the law enforcement officers in some towns are 
working in close collusion with employers or have become 
suddenly blind to the beating of organizers and union mem
bers."62 A labor attorney summarized: "We had towns 
where organizers were beaten up, primarily by the textile 
companies or by the local police at the insistence of the tex
tile companies. We couldn't get any help from the police."63 

It is not surprising, then, that many of the organizers' 
early meetings turned into strategy sessions that revolved 
around what kind of trouble to anticipate and what to do 
in certain situations. Here was a stark test of the CIO's inter
nal cohesiveness, the caliber of its organizers, and the 
range of their inventiveness. Organizers discussed ways in 
which they should attempt to protect themselves—both 
physically and also from "the mental things that hap
pened."64 The importance of "the mental things" cannot be 
underestimated; a certain level of morale had to be main-
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tained in order for organizers to keep going in the presence 
of intense and often brutal opposition. This was not easily 
done. A Tennessee organizer summarized the dynamics 
with remarkable understatement: "Employers limit your ap
peal, once they know you're coming."65 However de
scribed, whether with understatement or anger, the 
product of effective employer opposition was to stir an aura 
of resignation among organizers. 

"Paternalism," then, was a word that described an entire 
range of elaborate and specific methods of social control, 
from artful conciliation to unrelenting pressure. The de
grees of pressure, in turn, ranged from threats of dismissal 
to mob violence. Whatever its sundry guises, Southern pater
nalism was grounded in the employer's ready access to the 
formal instruments of social authority—the courts, the po
lice, the state legislatures, the churches, and the media. 
Southern industrialists possessed such access. The CIO did 
not. In this sense, Southern paternalism was as much a prod
uct of past struggles as it was an instrument of winning the 
particular struggle of 1946. 

The CIO was forced to accept a contest on grossly un
equal grounds. It never found a way to redress the balance. 



VII 
Southern Religion 

The cultural reach of Southern industry, grounded in eco
nomic power and extending to judicial and political influ
ence, embraced matters of religion as well. The cause and 
effect of cultural and economic influences were sufficiently 
intertwined as to make for a kind of social integration that 
was deeply rooted in the historical experience of Southern 
people. But the extent of this integration is not easily speci
fied. Generations of agricultural life, originally structured 
upon and subsequently sustained through segregation, pro
duced social circumstances that easily distinguished the re
gion from the rest of the nation.1 Widespread poverty 
contributed to a thin material infrastructure, including, for 
example, a minimal network of roads that in turn height
ened the isolation of rural life. In such a setting, the cross
roads chapels of the South served many functions beyond 
matters of faith, including their existence as an essential com
ponent of social life. Southern churches were the week-in, 
week-out magnet of social interaction. The preacher was ex
pected to be entertaining, and when he was not, his constitu
ents tended to look elsewhere. 

In stirring the emotions and in generating guilt, the role 
of the South's fire and brimstone ministers created a social 
specimen that has been subjected to much scholarly examina
tion.2 But while such mutations of conventional religion 
clearly deserve the attention they have received, it is 
equally important to note the central role of the Southern 
church as an ongoing social institution. 

106 
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A Southern minister, musing about the reasons his 
largely working-class parishioners attended church, con
cluded there were four: "because they have been hurt and 
need comforting; because they are lonely and need com
pany; because they are often reminded in their work that 
they are relatively low on the social totem pole, and they 
want to enjoy a different status somewhere; and because al
most anyone can participate in the control of the church."3 

Faced with such motivations on the part of a congrega
tion, the Southern minister who attempted to focus upon ser
ious analyses of the Bible—and especially those ministers 
so determined to systematize the educational functions of 
Christianity that they organized "Bible study" classes— 
soon encountered strong resistance among the working 
poor. As one Southern minister summarized his parishion
ers' negative response to classes on the Bible, they "simply 
did not come to church to go to school again."4 

The ambiguity surrounding the churchgoing impulses of 
Southerners suggests that a certain degree of caution must ac
company any characterization of the precise impact of reli
gion on Operation Dixie. But however qualified the 
conclusion, there can be no doubt that there was some influ
ence.5 Indeed, the heritage of Southern religion intruded 
time and again upon the organizing efforts of the CIO. The 
thrust of much anti-union propaganda emanating from reli
gious sources can be summarized in a single phrase: belong
ing to a labor union was an un-Christian thing to do. As a 
mill village preacher in South Carolina phrased the options 
posed by Operation Dixie: "It's either Christ or the CIO."6 

Motive is, of course, very difficult for the historian to as
sess. Many ministers opposed the CIO as a logical exten
sion of their own world view.7 But sometimes they were 
moved by more practical reasons. Ministers trying to raise 
funds for building campaigns occasionally injected local 
labor disputes into their sermons in ways calculated to win 
the admiration and, perhaps, the gratitude of local industrial
ists. For example, on the eve of a textile election in Geor
gia, a minister in the mill village of Clarksdale took time 
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out from his fund-raising campaign to go on the radio with 
a unique blend of religious and secular messages. As later 
characterized before a Senate committee, the minister 
"quoted liberally from the Bible, thus inducing a religious at
titude among his listeners" and then swung into a "vicious 
attack" on CIO leaders whom he characterized as "intrud
ers," "Communists," "a bunch of humbugs," and "para
sites living off the common laboring people." Said the 
minister in his prepared radio address: "I am against it be
cause it isn't Bible. Luke 3:14 says be content with your 
wages."8 

However, the level of invective emanating from individ
ual ministers was modest compared with the virulent anti
union "Christian" message of Militant Truth. Author John 
Roy Carleson characterized this remarkable "newspaper" 
as "a combination of . . . Bible-belt fundamentalist, Flag-
waving, and Red-and-labor-baiting" that made it "an irresist
ible potion for impressionable southerners."9 

Militant Truth featured a masthead with illustrations of 
the Holy Bible superimposed on a cross and an adjoining 
American flag. The editor of the newspaper, Sherman Patter
son, stalked the Southern countryside in search of labor dis
putes into which he might intervene, although he assured 
one inquiring reporter that his purpose was "not to fight un
ions"; rather, he said, Militant Truth was to "promote fun
damental Christianity and constitutional Americanism."10 

Militant Truth added to its monthly attack on unions with 
an undated "Special Labor Edition," first put out in 1945 
and distributed throughout the course of Operation Dixie.11 

Such editions would "appear mysteriously" in workers' mail
boxes right before an NLRB election. Although the paper 
listed a price of thirty-five cents for an annual subscription, 
the paper came to most recipients free, "compliments of a 
friend."12 To one reporter who posed as a Southern manufac
turer, Patterson said that he had a circulation of 45,000. He 
added that he could not make a profit at less than the 
50,000 level, but that he had been receiving adequate contri
butions from various businessmen in the meantime to take 
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care of the deficit.13 In addition, Patterson had plans to 
produce at least 100,000 copies of another "Special Labor 
Edition" early in 1946.u 

Militant Truth's ultimate weapon went beyond the por
trayal of unionism as an un-Christian activity. Helpful as 
this was, it did not quite have the shock power of one 
other available weapon: the Red issue. It appeared in stark re
lief in Patterson's "Special Labor Edition." In articles such 
as the one entitled "CIO Communists Agitate Racial 
Strife," traditional attitudes about race were mobilized to 
present the CIO as a deceptive and alien force driven by un-
Southern motives: "Absolute social and racial equality is 
one of the major points in the Communist program in 
America . . . to organize the Negro labor in the South." 
The inevitable result of CIO activity would be "discontent, 
unrest, discord resulting in strikes, class-hatred, and terror
ism in many of our southern industries." CIO organizers 
were not people; they were the "master-minds of the red, 
revolutionary program" and Operation Dixie was "the best 
weapon yet devised for the purpose of deliberately agitat
ing race against race and class against class."15 As pre
sented by the editors of Militant Truth, the CIO was not, in 
fact, seeking to organize unions. That was a "guise." Its pri
mary objective was "to arouse class-hatred and race-hatred 
for the purpose of creating strikes, riots, bloodshed, anar
chy and revolution."16 

In a Southern mill village, hostile ministers or an inflam
matory anti-union newspaper could have a pronounced neg
ative impact. Yet even well-documented evidence from 
selected villages and rural areas cannot provide more than 
an impressionistic sense of the role the Southern ministry 
played in labor's defeat there. The timing of the CIO's re
sponse to religious opposition merits a careful review, how
ever. At the outset of Operation Dixie, potential ministerial 
opposition was not seen by the CIO leadership as a high pri
ority challenge. The Atlanta office, logically enough, fo
cused its attention most persistently on employer tactics. 
But as the summer wore on, and especially after the succes-
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sion of textile defeats in August, the attention of CIO leader
ship was increasingly directed to the anti-union activities of 
organized religion. This emphasis first appeared in the 
early summer in CIO staff reports in which local organiz
ers, attempting to account for unanticipated defeats, cited 
the opposition of local preachers. There was a self-serving 
quality to such finger-pointing, of course: it directed atten
tion away from possible failures by the organizers them
selves. Nevertheless, grass roots interpretations can be 
accurate as well as self-serving, so the validity of conclu
sions reached by organizers cannot be faulted on these 
grounds alone. What appears to be especially significant is 
the timing of these interpretations and what that timing re
vealed about the advance preparation made for Operation 
Dixie by the CIO's top leadership. 

Labor's institutional response to the appearance of Mili
tant Truth and to the activities of local ministers in scores of 
communities across the South took the form of a public rela
tions drive, using the services of a prominent Southern re
former, Lucy Randolph Mason. She was aided in her effort 
by two other CIO staffers, Ruth Gettinger and John Ram
say. The three were designated "Community Relations Rep
resentatives." The efforts of Mason, Gettinger, and 
Ramsay, loosely coordinated by Bittner out of Atlanta, also 
fed into an overall public relations effort controlled by 
Allan Swim, the CIO's national public relations director.17 

Mason was employed by the CIO even before Operation 
Dixie, as a kind of roving ambassador-at-large. During the 
Southern drive, she went into Southern towns and cities 
and contacted ministers, editors, law enforcement officials, 
and local political leaders. Where possible, she visited these 
dignitaries prior to the arrival of CIO organizers in those cit
ies.18 Mason's reports to the Atlanta office and to various 
state directors, notably those in textile states, offer instruc
tive insights into the patterns of local opposition through
out textile country. 

But perhaps more relevant than the substance of her re
ports was their timing—from early autumn through the win
ter of 1946. The employment of Mason and her colleagues 
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Gettinger and Ramsay was a reactive stratagem, one that 
was enlisted on an ad hoc basis after much of the damage 
had already been done to the CIO's drive in textiles. All 
the major drives were well underway before Mason was 
able to make a local appearance. The decision to expend lim
ited CIO funds in such an effort appears as a direct re
sponse to organizers' field reports specifying anti-union 
activity by religious publications and individual ministers. 
Both events—the specifying of religious opposition and the 
launching of a "P.R. campaign" in response to such 
opposition—came well after the CIO drive in textiles had 
begun to enter a crisis stage. 

Mason's projected role in Operation Dixie was outlined 
for her by SOC director Bittner at the beginning of Septem
ber. As late as the first week in September, she was relay
ing this projected role to subsidiary state directors. "Mr. 
Bittner says he wants me to go into a number of communi
ties ahead of organizing," she wrote to North Carolina 
state director Smith on September 6th. By that date, of 
course, Smith was reeling from a succession of defeats in tex
tile elections.19 

Mason made what might be described as a "discovery" 
trip through South Carolina late in August, sounding out 
the general attitudes of local political, educational, reli
gious, and law enforcement officials. Her reports from a 
half dozen mill villages and from larger towns impressed 
the CIO's South Carolina state director, Franz Daniel, and 
led to the larger role outlined for her by the Atlanta office 
in September. Informed by her experiences in South Caro
lina, Mason moved into the heart of the textile industry in 
North Carolina in September. Together with Ramsay, 
Mason provided publicity director Swim with materials in
cluding favorable quotes from an occasional prolabor clergy
man. Ramsay suggested that an organization of ministers 
and labor leaders be established as a "Religion and Labor Fel
lowship," a model he had created in other parts of the coun
try. It was an idea, thought Ramsay, "out of which could 
develop moral stamina for a collective effort."20 

While such decent but vaguely focused plans were being 
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suggested, the CIO was daily being assaulted by well-
financed and well-coordinated attacks from a phalanx of fun
damentalist editors and ministers. The contest was hardly a 
balanced one. 

Nevertheless, the largely extemporaneous efforts of 
Mason, Ramsay, and Gettinger yielded a measure of tangi
ble results. Wherever they appeared, their presence height
ened the morale of organizing staffs in the South. The 
South Carolina state director wrote to Mason that "the boys 
in Greenville" had been "very much encouraged" as a re
sult of her work. "Their morale was at a pretty low end 
due to the furious nature of the attack" they had been under
going.21 

And Ramsay, too, stirred admiration. "I don't know how 
he covered so much territory," said one organizer. "He 
was always trying to find a, a minister in an area that 
would stand up for the union. Just one. Just enough to 
give the workers a reason to say, 'Unions can't be bad, be
cause this preacher's for 'em.' That's what Ramsay tried to 
do."22 

However, the CIO's triumvirate of community relations 
representatives can best be understood as ill-provisioned in
filtrators, judiciously picking their way through hostile terri
tory in quest of friendly faces. Back in Atlanta, Swim 
searched for a more substantive plan of attack. He confided 
to Ramsay that he was "working out a scheme" by which 
he hoped "to combat the bad effects of The Militant Truth, 
The Trumpet and other vicious anti-labor newspapers which 
charge that the CIO is un-Christian and communistic."23 He 
foresaw a committee "composed entirely of persons who 
are not connected with the CIO to help combat these publica
tions." Emphasis would be placed on the idea "that South
ern laboring people are good, solid, religious citizens 
imbued with no strange 'isms.' " The committee would 
alert the public to the fact that the strident religious publica
tions were "interfering with cooperation and understanding 
between management and labor because they are playing 
on religious and racial prejudice." He needed Ramsay's 
help in getting past "square one," however, in that his "con-
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tact with such ministers in the South" was so limited that 
he did "not know where to begin."24 Unfortunately, by mid
summer, 1946, time no longer remained for the CIO to per
form such preliminary organizing tasks. The litany of textile 
defeats was only weeks away. 

What emerges, then, in the realm of tactics is a pattern 
of organized anti-labor propaganda subsidized by business
men and emanating from religious sources, and a belated, al
most hip-pocket counter-campaign pieced together by the 
Atlanta office of the CIO. While the details of many of 
these skirmishes can be traced readily enough through avail
able historical sources, the skirmishes themselves took 
place within a larger context that is by no means easy to de
scribe precisely. There seems no question that Southern soci
ety projected a religious aura more demonstrably than 
other regions of the nation. But the extent to which the peo
ple of the South possessed a genuine "religious sensibility" 
is a question that has been subjected to much debate 
among clergymen and historians. And the extent to which re
ligious beliefs worked to undermine the CIO campaign has 
also been a matter of debate, not least among CIO organiz
ers who were in the field at the time. Where the union pre
vailed, or lost purely as a result of company tactics other 
than the use of religion, CIO organizers tended to mini
mize the adverse impact of church-centered, anti-union prop
aganda. But in the many locales where company officials 
made use of Militant Truth or mobilized the local ministerial 
association, CIO organizers tended to emphasize the destruc
tive impact of Southern "religiosity."25 

A contemporary journalistic view of the anti-labor activi
ties of Southern religious groups was provided by Stetson 
Kennedy, who published his findings in a book-length 
study entitled Southern Exposure. Kennedy tracked the work 
of an organization known as the "Christian-American Associ
ation," which focused much of its attention upon generat
ing anti-union legislation in Southern states. According to 
its secretary-treasurer, Vance Muse, the association's "anti-
violence bill would implement the power of our peace offi
cers to quell disturbances and keep the color line drawn in 
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our social affairs." According to the Houston Post, Muse an
nounced that he had uncovered the existence across the 
South of "Eleanor Clubs," which he described as a "RED 
RADICAL scheme to organize negro maids, cooks, and 
nurses in order to have a Community informer in every 
Southern home." Mrs. Muse, chief clerk of the association, 
further confided—as reported by Victor Bernstein in the Anti-
och Review—"that she was worried about the 'Eleanor 
Clubs' because they stood for '$15 a week salary for all nig
ger house help, Sundays off, no washing, and no cleaning 
upstairs.' " Letting herself go still further, she said: "Chris
tian Americans can't afford to be anti-Semitic, but we know 
where we stand on the Jews, all right. It doesn't pay us to 
work with Winrod, Smith, Coughlin, and those others up 
North; they're too outspoken and would get us into trou
ble."26 

Christian American fought against women's suffrage, 
against the child-labor amendment, helped collect $250,000 
from the railroads for the cause of striking down the eight-
hour-day bill, fought for a 25 percent limit on federal inheri
tance and income taxes, and "for 'Americanization of the 
Supreme Court' (Austrian-born Frankfurter's decisions in 
labor cases having been distasteful to employers)."27 

The postwar proliferation of organizations like Christian 
American across the South demonstrated the enormous 
range of the anti-union activities that confronted CIO strate
gists. But Christian American was not as widespread, nor 
its blows as telling, as the carefully aimed editions of Mili
tant Truth, sent more often to textile workers than to any oth
ers. "In Georgia alone, mass distribution of Militant Truth 
was made to workers at the following mills: Exposition Cot
ton Mills, Piedmont Cotton Mill, Gate City Cotton Mills, 
Rushton Cotton Mill, Thomaston Cotton Mill, Lowell 
Bleachery, Inc., Crompton-Highland Mill, Dundee Mills, 
Athens Manufacturing Company, A. D. Julliard, Anchor 
Duck Mill, Mandeville Mills, Carolina Mills, Dallas Mill, 
and Douglas Mill."28 

The sudden appearance of violently anti-union material 
in people's mailboxes generated a variety of responses. 
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Often, the response was chilling. As a textile organizer 
recalled: 

When these people would get them, they had never 
seen them before. "Why am I getting this, all of a sud
den?" Well, the people you had persuaded, that be
lieved in the union or were convinced, or were union 
sympathizers, you could explain to them what it was. 
But for many others, I think it put that doubt [there]. 
Sometimes a person will be for you, and not move be
cause there's a nagging doubt in the back of their 
mind that maybe they're wrong. I think there's people 
who believe they're going to vote for the union until 
they get in the booth. Then they think, "Am I making 
the right choice?" I really believe that. The Militant 
Truth wouldn't be as effective now, but I would say it 
was effective then, to the extent it gives them ammuni
tion to hide behind, people who were afraid.29 

The speed with which Militant Truth seemed to shadow 
the CIO organizing staff was impressive. "If we started orga
nizing a plant today, well, within two weeks the people 
were getting Militant Truth in their homes."30 Even the orga
nizers sometimes got a copy. "Every motel I'd check into, 
somebody would send me a copy," reported James Jackson 
from Mississippi. "I got it for years! I could be at a place a cou
ple of weeks and the thing would start showing up."31 As an
other Mississippi organizer recalled it, the paper "showed 
up where we showed up."32 

Yet the impact of Militant Truth, like that of the work of 
Christian American, could not be described as pervasive. 
Not all employers felt that such primitive roundhouse 
blows as those favored by Militant Truth and Christian Ameri
can were the most effective means of fighting Operation 
Dixie. A Tennessee textile executive, noting Militant Truth's 
characterization of Sidney Hillman of the Amalgamated 
Clothing and Textile Workers of America (ACWA) as "an 
alien-born communist," informed the paper's editors that 
"we are fighting the Amalgamated [Clothing Workers] and 
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fighting Hillman as strenuously as we can, but we don't 
care to use poisoned weapons."33 

It is important to specify, then, that as widespread as the 
use of Militant Truth was, many companies selected other 
means, including other uses of religious representatives, to 
combat the CIO campaign. Militant Truth represented the 
most visible evidence of a coordinated regional effort that dis
tributed centrally produced propaganda material to scores 
of local communities. But at least as often, Southern employ
ers mobilized only local ministerial allies. 

CIO organizers dispatched to every section of the South 
testified to the varieties of local employer-ministerial coopera
tion. What impressed many CIO organizers—so starkly that 
they remember rich details forty years later—was the in
stant notoriety they found they had acquired by the mere 
act of arriving in a mill village and identifying themselves 
as members of the CIO. 

The company would not only make radio announce
ments, they'd get a preacher on Sunday: "We have a 
labor organizer in town who is nothing but an agitator 
and will tell nothing but lies to get you to join and 
sign a union card and have an election!" The com
pany would put it out in leaflets! And then the 
preacher would take that leaflet and read it at the pul
pit!34 

Among the targeted giants of the textile industry, anti-
CIO campaigns by local ministers were sometimes aug
mented by the sudden appearance in town of traveling 
tent-show revivalists. When, against heavy opposition, the 
CIO organizing staff at the huge Avondale Mills chain in Ala
bama began to make some progress in the summer in 1946, 
there abruptly appeared "long-haired preachers" who "set 
up tents" and began to "preach about God and the Sav
ior." "But," remembered an Avondale organizer, "the first 
thing you know, they were preaching that the union is the 
'mark of the beast.' "35 

Though opinion was not unanimous, organizers were in 
general agreement that fundamentalist preachers were most 
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responsive to offers of various sorts from mill owners. But 
among the giants of the textile industry, as distinct from 
the small mills, ministerial support for mill owners seemed 
broader. "The management made sure in most Southern cit
ies, especially textile towns like Kannapolis, that they went 
all the way from the Fundamentalists up through the Bap
tists, Methodists and Presbyterians."36 

The linkage of mill-owner money and ministerial coopera
tion is one conjectural feature of the politics surrounding Op
eration Dixie that seems beyond precise documentation. 
There can be no doubt that CIO organizers—and friendly out
side associates such as Lucy Randolph Mason—believed that 
financial considerations were a key component of minister
ial opposition to the CIO. But since prudence dictated that 
payments, if any, be made in cash, and subsequent acknowl
edgment of such disbursements clearly constituted injudi
cious politics on the part of mill owners as well as 
ministers, verifying historical evidence is all but impossible 
to discover, beyond the fact that mill owners routinely con
tributed to Southern churches. 

Occasionally, an isolated incident verified direct "gifts" 
of a kind that seemed to go beyond the boundaries of rou
tine contributions. One young female textile worker sheep
ishly confided to a CIO organizer her "bad manners" when 
confronted with evidence of employer largesse to the local 
minister. The minister appeared in a country store proudly 
showing off the new suit he had received from the mill 
owner. The young worker responded, "You know, if I 
didn't work so cheap, he couldn't afford to give them suits 
away. I feel like I helped give you that suit." The young 
woman added, in terms that dramatized the mixture of asser
tion and deference that made up Southern working-class 
life, "I just couldn't help but say it."37 

But such evidence, however vivid, must be used cau
tiously in attempting an overall assessment of the impact of 
organized religion on Operation Dixie. What is clear is the 
overwhelming nature of public ministerial opposition to the 
CIO as compared with public ministerial support. The latter 
was so rare that when it did occur, CIO personnel were ec-
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static. A long-time organizer in textiles attributed his suc
cess in organizing a plant outside Hickory, North Carolina, 
to the presence of "a liberal preacher there." "We got him, 
and that did it. That's an organizer's dream, but it doesn't 
happen very often."38 Another organizer referred to a minis
ter of "one of the more affluent Presbyterian churches," a 
man who had come from Canada and was "very pro-
labor." Unfortunately, his usefulness was limited, because 
"he probably didn't have a single worker, a blue-collar per
son, as a member of his church."39 In a similar manner, 
Lucy Mason encountered in the editor of a Baptist newspa
per in Greenville, South Carolina a "liberal old gentleman" 
with whom she had had a "good talk." Unfortunately, the 
old gentleman was intimidated: "He can't tackle these mill 
village men," she said.40 

What comes to the surface, through such bits and pieces 
of scattered written and oral evidence, is a central fact 
about the political and social climate that surrounded Opera
tion Dixie: The CIO was being quietly and profoundly over
whelmed by the totality of the cultural opposition it 
encountered during Operation Dixie. In one sense, this con
clusion is ultimately verified by the halting, well-
intentioned, but hopelessly inadequate efforts by the CIO 
itself to establish the basics of a labor-religious coalition. 

The national, regional, and local efforts of the CIO in the 
South illustrate this fact quite clearly. At first glance, the 
CIO seemed to have some imposing religious allies on 
whom to draw. The CIO enjoyed the support, for example, 
of the Federated Council of the Churches of Christ in Amer
ica, which had created an Industrial Relations Division 
under the chairmanship of Yale sociologist Liston Pope and 
church leaders James Meyers and Cameron Hall. The CIO 
could also count on Willard Uphaus, executive director of 
the National Religion and Labor Foundation, which in turn 
had ties within Southern Baptist churches through a South
ern affiliate, the Fellowship of Southern Churchmen. The lat
ter published a well-informed and authoritative journal, 
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Economic Justice, under the committed editorship of Nelle 
Morton. 

The CIO could also count on individual Southern minis
ters previously recruited by Mason, Ramsay, and Gettinger 
during the organizing months of 1946. Logistical support, 
after a fashion, existed in the form of pamphlets generated 
by Allan Swim in the CIO's Atlanta office. Such materials 
as "The CIO and the Churches," "The Church and the 
Labor Unions," and "The Church's Answer to Labor's Crit
ics" could be supplied from Atlanta to all cooperating minis
ters and CIO organizers for local distribution across the 
South. 

Beyond this, different internationals tried varying strate
gies to cope with the problem. The Packinghouse Workers, 
for example, tried to harness the language of the Bible and 
used a UPWA staff newsletter to provide appropriate bibli
cal quotations to organizers for ammunition throughout the 
region.41 Similarly, Operation Dixie's assistant public rela
tions director in Atlanta, E. Paul Harding, notified all state di
rectors that the CIO had been opposed in many areas by 
the Holiness Church, but without approval from those in 
charge of the denomination. He suggested that staff mem
bers circulate a notice to that effect, adding that "The Pente
costal Holiness book of Discipline says that a paragraph 
against joining oathbound secret societies, is not intended 
to prevent Holiness members from joining labor unions."42 

The CIO also published a full-color, full-length comic book 
entitled "The Bible and the Working Man," which began: 
"The Truth about workers and their struggles to better 
their lives by group action is an old story."43 

At the tenth annual convention of the Texas State Indus
trial Union Council, Operation Dixie's director in that state 
gave those in attendance some very clear examples of "new 
ways to talk." 

We are going to win. And we don't say in our pro
gram that we are going to win because God is on our 



120 Southern Religion 

side—we know we are going to win because we are 
on God's side. CIO to me is the practical application 
of Christian principles. This program . . . is as Chris
tian as anything that has ever been offered to the Ameri
can people. That is practical Christianity.44 

Some sections of the CIO went so far as to try to alter 
those elements of an aggressively male working-class cul
ture that—experience in Operation Dixie had begun to 
suggest—might be counterproductive. Textile organizers 
were admonished to drink soft drinks rather than beer, and 
to consider wearing ties when approaching workers. Some 
organizers were told to give up "cussing" and others were 
advised to open union meetings with prayers.45 

However, such tactical suggestions as to how to alter cul
tural habits were not as strong as the culture itself. One or
ganizer, fully in sympathy with these new tactics, said, "I 
tried to get the real religious people to be my in-plant lead
ers." He then added, in a tone of deprecation that cast a 
shadow over the depth to which CIO organizers took such 
suggestions to heart: "Get them sob sisters first. Then it's 
OK."46 

Similarly, it was easier for organizers to consider, and in
tellectually accept, the utility of "not cussing" than it was 
to erase a lifetime habit. And previous beliefs about "accepta
ble" male behavior could not be easily put into cold stor
age, even temporarily. Though the Packinghouse Union 
could generate an internal staff newsletter offering useful bib
lical quotations, the union's radical and somewhat secular 
leadership felt it necessary to spell out to the newsletter's re
cipients that "some areas may respond well to Biblical quota
tions."47 Such remarks probably reveal more about the 
psychological distance between the union and Southern cul
ture than they do about trade unionists' flexibility. In such 
ways, the very "progressiveness" of the CIO sometimes 
proved unhelpful. 

But there were even more ominous signs pointing to the 
ineffectiveness of labor's reactive campaign against organ-
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ized Southern religious opposition. The Northern affiliates 
of religious groups that cooperated actively with the CIO 
had observable goodwill, but they also had very few South
ern connections. The bulletin of the National Religion and 
Labor Foundation, Economic Justice was, under Nelle 
Morton's leadership, well informed and quite relevant to 
the Southern scene. But it also was easily dismissable in a cul
tural sense. "Progressives" in the South read Economic Jus
tice; mayors and police chiefs did not. 

In this sense, much of labor's religious effort traveled a 
rather small and circular path—from the committed few to 
the committed few. Labor leaders quoted friendly ministers 
and vice versa; a kind of "inter-quote" developed that left 
out most Southern leaders. 

A striking earnestness nevertheless characterized the ethi
cal, church-oriented literature generated by the CIO. 
Among the biblical quotations the CIO thought appropriate 
was Ecclesiastes 4:9-10: "Two are better than one because 
they have good reward for their labor. For if they fall, the 
one will lift up his fellow: But woe to him that is alone." 
The Packinghouse Workers also suggested Job 31:13-14 as 
"one for the boss." "If I did despise the cause of my ser
vants when they contended with me, what then shall I do 
when God riseth up?"48 

Yet at the level of individual decision making by workers— 
at the level where the CIO succeeded or failed in NLRB 
elections—labor's counter-campaign had a distant, almost ab
stract quality that utterly failed to translate into organiza
tional breakthroughs during local organizing campaigns. 

While the CIO attempted to use the Bible in a different 
way and to suggest "woe to him that is alone," labor's corpo
rate opponents were harnessing other biblical quotations to 
reinforce themes about communism and race mixing. By 
the summer of 1946, a political affinity had been reached be
tween corporations on the one hand, and law enforcement 
officers and state and local officials on the other; the corpo
rate use of the Bible could be far more effectively distrib
uted throughout Southern society than anything that could 
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reasonably be expected from the small platoon of "Com
munity Relations Representatives" led by Lucy Randolph 
Mason. 

In this sense, it was not so much the Bible itself as the 
uses to which the Bible could be put by a well-financed coali
tion of business and religious leaders that caused the CIO 
so much difficulty. 

Corporate power, not Southern religion by itself, de
feated the CIO during Operation Dixie. But the ability of cor
porations to exploit the complex heritage of Southern 
religion was one of the ingredients of their successful war 
against the CIO. 



This unsigned postcard with its threatening anti-union message was 
mailed in Winston-Salem, N.C, to organizer Ed McCrea on March 4, 
1948. (Photo by David Haberstich. Courtesy of Ed and Bea McCrea.) 
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An undated photo of the employees of the Carolina Wood Turning 
Company in Bryson City, N.C. They are celebrating the results of an 
NLRB election just held there, which saw the CIO win over the AFL 
by 81 votes to 1. (George Meany Memorial Archives.) 



An office of the Textile Workers Union of America (TWUA), probably 
in Tennessee. (Photo by Paul Christopher. AFL-CIO Region VIII 
Collection, SLA.) 

The Southern Organizing Committee's sound truck used during Op
eration Dixie. (CIO Publicity Department, North Carolina Papers, 
ODA.) 
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Members of the United Packinghouse Workers of America on strike at 
the Jones-Chambliss packing plant in Jacksonville, Fla., on March 25, 
1949. While the company had been paying workers a minimum 
hourly wage of 40 cents, strikebreakers were paid a minimum wage of 
65 cents. (United Packinghouse Workers Collection, SLA.) 
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Distribution of goods at the CIO commissary set up for striking 
workers at the Greene Brothers Lumber Co. in Elizabethtown, N.C. 
(CIO Organizing Committee, North Carolina Papers, ODA.) 



Workers outside the office of Greene Brothers Lumber Company in 
Elizabethtown, N.C, target of a prolonged organizing campaign by 
the International Woodworkers of America during Operation Dixie, 
and a strike in 1948. (CIO Organizing Committee, North Carolina 
Papers, ODA.) 

ClO-sponsored Christmas party for families of striking workers at 
Greene Brothers Lumber Co., Elizabethtown, N.C. (CIO Organizing 
Committee, North Carolina Papers, ODA.) 



Poster distributed by the International Woodworkers of America, 
quoting Franklin D. Roosevelt on union membership. (CIO Printed 
Material. ODA.) 



A group of unidentified CIO workers in Tennessee in 1949. (Photo by 
Paul Christopher. AFL-CIO Region VIII Collection, SLA.) 

A CIO field representative conducts a meeting of furniture workers in 
Lenoir, N.C., in 1952. (CIO Publicity Department, North Carolina 
Papers, ODA.) 



CIO President Philip Murray addressing a Labor Day rally in Birmmg 
ham, Alabama, in 1950. Steel works can be seen in background. 
(AFL-CIO Region VIII Collection, SLA.) 
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This flyer was sent to many organizers across the South during 
Operation Dixie in hopes of shaking their resolve. (Photo by David 
Haberstich. Courtesy of Donald McKee.) 
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This flyer was an effort to mobilize racial prejudice against the CIO. 
The irony here is that the Tobacco Workers International Union under 
criticism was an AFL, not CIO, affiliate, one which did not share the 
CIO's progressive position on inter-racial organizing. (Photo by 
David Haberstich. Courtesy of Donald McKee.) 



A sign outside one of the CIO Organizing Committee's offices in 
North Carolina during Operation Dixie. (Photo by Herman R. Parrott 
George Meany Memorial Archives.) 



Members of the United Packinghouse Workers of America, Local 309, 
on strike against the W. W. Pickle Company in Montgomery, Ala
bama, on December 17, 1951. (Photo by Lasse-Film Center. UPWA 
Collection, SLA.) 

Handbill distributed by the CIO prior to union elections. (CIO Organ
izing Committee, North Carolina Papers, ODA.) 
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eon get lighter work loads, more pay and security 

TWUA-CIO 

A handbill distributed by the CIO's Textile Workers Union of Amer
ica. (CIO Organizing Committee, North Carolina Papers, ODA.) 

CIO publicity photo of two workers holding checks for back pay 
totaling $850. for wages they lost after being fired for union activity by 
the Lenoir Mirror Co. in Lenoir, N.C. (CIO Publicity Department, 
North Carolina Papers, ODA.) 



Red, white, and blue badge distributed by the CIO prior to union 
elections. (CIO Organizing Committee, North Carolina Papers, 
ODA.) 
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Unfair STRETCH-OUTS, SPEED-UPS 

With a Union Contract 

Vote "YES"! 
YES 

• 
Handbill distributed by the CIO prior to union elections. (CIO Organ
izing Committee, North Carolina Papers, ODA.) 
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Handbill distributed by the CIO prior to union elections. (CIO Organ
izing Committee, North Carolina Papers, ODA.) 

Meeting of an International Woodworkers of America local, most 
probably the local at Greene Brothers Lumber Co. in Elizabethtown, 
N.C. (CIO Organizing Committee. North Carolina Papers, ODA.)' 
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LOOK BEFORE YOU LEAP! 

Anti-CIO flyer circulated during Operation Dixie, connecting union 
activity with Communism and the familiar image of exploitive North
erners. (Photo by David Haberstich. Courtesy of Donald McKee.) 
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Anti-CIO flyer distributed prior to a union election, playing upon 
Southerners' fears of blacks, communists, and unions. (Photo by 
David Haberstich. Courtesy of Donald McKee.) 



VIII 
Ideological Schism 

The View from Within 

Industrial unionism was a tactical goal grounded in ideol
ogy: the belief that workers in America could protect them
selves from systematic exploitation only by organizing 
themselves into a strong national institution. The CIO was 
not, however, "one big union." It was a coalition of a num
ber of large industrial unions, such as the United Mine Work
ers, United Auto Workers, United Steelworkers, United 
Electrical Workers, and a number of smaller unions such as 
Fur and Leather, Longshoremen, National Maritime Union, 
and Food and Tobacco. In 1946, the CIO Executive Board in
cluded representatives of forty-one internationals. 

Ideological conflict within this coalition eventually culmi
nated in the purge of the federation's left-wing unions in 
1949-1950. Throughout the first year of Operation Dixie, 
there were neither obvious purges of the left nor overt witch
hunts staged by the CIO leadership. However, the absence 
of dramatic ideological explosions did not mean that ten
sions were not operating, even in 1946, and even in the 
CIO's Southern sector. By the time Operation Dixie was offi
cially launched in May 1946, hairline cracks and fissures in 
the CIO's foundation had already become visible. 

The ideological divisions that became deadly and rav
aged the organization by the end of the decade can be seen 
by 1946—germinating on a national level and within the con
text of organized labor's relationship to the Democratic 
Party, generally, and to the Truman administration, specifi
cally. To understand what happened at the grass roots 
level in the South, it is necessary to review the rapidly chang-

139 
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ing climate of national politics, and the impact of these shift
ing conditions upon the CIO's national leadership. Inevita
bly, the analysis comes to focus on the shifting stance of 
the CIO's national president, Philip Murray, who served 
as the real and symbolic spokesman of the center-left coa
lition that had originally created the CIO out of the 
AFL. It was the breakup of this coalition, under the pres
sure of national and international events, that gave 
definition to the postwar ideological crisis that shattered 
the CIO and shackled the future course of industrial 
unionism in America. To trace Philip Murray's passage 
from cooperation with the CIO's left to hostility and 
thence to implacable opposition is to trace, first, these 
national and international pressures, second, their impact 
on the CIO, and, finally, the local ramifications in the 
South that brought Operation Dixie to a formal end in 
1953. 

These relationships are sufficiently complicated that it is 
prudent to see them as a sequence: the coming of the cold 
war between the United States and the Soviet Union; the re
sulting divisions in the CIO over foreign policy; the impact 
of these tensions on organizing in the face of an aggressive 
postwar business community out to domesticate the entire 
labor movement; and, finally, the disastrous spectacle of 
CIO unions raiding one another as rival factions fought for 
survival in a completely altered postwar environment. The 
proclamations of Philip Murray also serve as instructive sign
posts to the battle. The onset of 1946 found Murray firmly 
planted in the center, attempting to shape the mood of the 
federation as well as to be responsive to it. The world of in
dustrial unionism was, of course, inherently "progressive" 
in traditional political terms; the CIO's political spectrum ar
rayed liberals on the right, Socialists in the center, and "fel
low travelers" and Communists on the left. It may be seen 
that Murray represented a political coalition that was far to 
the left of the AFL (and to the left of the American main
stream as well).1 However, in the early days of 1946, the 
CIO's successes of the 1930s still fresh in the minds of 
many people. And, many of those who had benefited from 
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the CIO's successes were not terribly worried about the politi
cal coloration of others in the CIO's rank-and-file. 

In a climate in which the cold war had not yet taken firm 
root in the minds of most Americans, CIO regulars had 
grown accustomed to the presence of political radicals in 
the organization. Clearly, the left had played a major role 
in the CIO's successes in the 1930s, and their contributions 
were well understood. Historian Nelson Lichtenstein has 
gone so far as to conclude that the ten years after 1935 
made for a period in which the behavior of Communist un
ionists was often difficult to distinguish from that of other 
CIO members. "As vocal supporters of the New Deal and 
the war effort, the Communists moved easily within the so
cial democratic current of the late 1930s and the social patri
otic enthusiasm of the wartime mobilization."2 

The "ease" of this association can be exaggerated, how
ever. Communists, Socialists, and liberals all sought to 
have the CIO reflect their own basic orientation. The seeds 
of conflict were always present, as were doubts about the reli
ability and integrity of ideological rivals. Nevertheless, the 
wartime experience, as Lichtenstein points out, helped cre
ate an environment where cooperation seemed conceivable. 
Accordingly, the CIO entered the postwar period with its 
left, center, and right in seemingly sturdy coalition. New 
Deal liberals, Socialists, and Communists—industrial union
ists all—served on the same CIO committees, worked to
gether on local CIO joint boards, industrial union councils, 
and political action committees, and in general displayed a 
noticeable degree of solidarity. It was a period when "there 
was some unrest and a little picking here and there, but a 
lot of joint effort."3 Such cooperation was quite visible at 
the local level. An organizer for the left-wing, racially inte
grated Food, Tobacco, Agricultural, and Allied Workers re
called a rally in Memphis in 1946 to save wartime Office of 
Price Administration. FTA organizers demonstrated along
side" young white veterans who were members of right-
wing CIO unions, on the streets handing out leaflets, 
getting petitions, in front of the post office." This local 
labor unity extended to politics. 
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We had a big campaign and for the first time, every 
poll was watched in Memphis. And they were all 
watched by young white veterans. Now, by ten 
o'clock that morning, they'd locked them all up on the 
grounds that they were disrupting. Each one of the 
poll judges called the police and said, "This guy's dis
rupting." So, they were all in jail. They kept them 
there until the polls were closed and then released 
them without any charges. There was a joint effort 
in '46; there was a tremendous feeling there, still, of 
rank-and-file unity, because we were all commonly 
being attacked.4 

This cooperation was due in part to a legacy of unity 
forged in the fight with the AFL that led to the CIO's forma
tion, and from the sense of common purpose that had been 
rewarded during World War II. 

However, this unity concealed tensions that had gener
ated intense arguments inside the CIO as the war had 
neared its end. Aggressive industrial unionists found them
selves stymied by a coalition of CIO conservatives, Commu
nists, and much of the national leadership. The division 
had appeared as early as 1944 when several left-wing lead
ers, including Harry Bridges, Joseph Curran, and Julius 
Emspak, publicly endorsed national service legislation to 
draft strikers "at the same time that CIO policy called for 
its denunciation in the strongest terms." Moreover, the in
transigence of Southern textile mill owners in flaunting Na
tional War Labor Board orders had driven Emil Rieve to 
resign from the board and had led TWUA to call a series of 
strike ballots throughout textile country. Only when news 
of overwhelming strike votes by the rank-and-file reached 
Washington did the NWLB (heretofore responsive to South
ern congressional influence on labor issues affecting tex
tiles) grant a long overdue pay raise.5 Similar pressures in 
other mass production industries caused Reuther and Rieve 
to lead a fight in March 1945 to withdraw formally all CIO 
representatives from the NWLB. Backed by the votes of 
union leaders from conservative and Communist-influenced 
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internationals, Murray blocked the effort and reaffirmed la
bor's no-strike pledge.6 

The coming of the cold war, coupled with the postwar 
business offensive against organized labor, sharply intensi
fied the external pressure on the CIO coalition. As foreign 
policy issues came to dominate national life, the opposition 
of left-led unions to the Marshall Plan "threatened to turn a 
section of the CIO into the core of an opposition political 
movement that would be strong enough to spread disquiet 
in Washington but weak enough to invite massive retalia
tion by a government armed with extensive formal and infor
mal power over the labor movement."7 

Wartime labor unity under Roosevelt broke under 
Truman's cold war policies. Some labor radicals, such as 
Len DeCaux, editor of the CIO News in Washington, saw 
Murray's actions as predictably reactionary: 

When it gradually became clear that Truman was em
barking on the opposite course, Murray at first tried 
to soft-pedal things in CIO, to avoid dissension in the 
midst of brewing strike struggles, and possibly be
cause of some lingering uncertainly. In the spring of 
1946, after the Churchill-Truman declaration of Cold 
War at Fulton, Missouri, Murray began trying more 
openly to swing CIO into line. What Hillman might 
have done, who knows? He died July 10, 1946, still on 
record for Big Three and world-labor unity, and 
against the growing American-Century imperialism. 
But the lines were not yet sharply drawn [in July 
1946]. About Murray there was little doubt. At first cau
tious about antagonizing the CIO's still influential left 
wing, he was soon privately—even in my unsympa
thetic presence—referring to "those people" in dispar
aging, sometimes caustic terms. Long before the 1946 
CIO convention, which officially registered CIO's 
switch, Murray could hardly hide his feelings. They 
were evident at Steel's May convention in Atlantic 
City. They burst out emotionally at the September Con
ference of Progressives in Chicago.8 
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Other leftists saw Murray's politics as reflecting an inner 
agony. Frank Emspak, the historian and son of the UE's influ
ential Julius Emspak, emphasized the political dilemma fac
ing the CIO president: "If a union allows non-member 
communists to influence its policies it ceases to that extent 
to be a union, and becomes a revolutionary agency. If it for
bids communists to join or hold office it sets up control 
over private opinion." To Emspak, 

The Steel Workers feared isolation from the American 
public because of attacks on their patriotism. Al
though Murray said he had only contempt for those 
who would impugn the patriotism of the USW, he in ef
fect did their bidding when he attacked the left. The 
Steel Workers and Murray were afraid of losing what 
they thought they had won during the war—the good 
will and trust of the American people and perhaps 
some of the politicians. During the war, Murray was re
spected as a trade union leader and statesman; he did 
not want to lose that respect because of the Commu
nists."9 

Labor's internal debate took place in a national climate 
that underscored the high stakes involved. In June, the Re
publican National Committee chairman, B. Carroll Reece, 
had characterized the upcoming election as "a stark choice 
between 'Communism and Republicanism'" and had pre
sented the CIO-PAC's support for the Democratic Party as 
damaging evidence to that effect.10 A California congressio
nal candidate announced that "a vote for Richard Nixon is 
a vote against the Communist-dominated PAC with its gigan
tic slush-fund," and expanded the list of reprehensible asso
ciations by accusing his opponent, Helen Gahagan 
Douglas, a prominent New Deal liberal, of "consistently vot
ing the 'Moscow-Pac-Henry Wallace line.'"11 

Inside labor, Murray may have had qualms about launch
ing an all-out anti-Communist campaign, but his subordi
nates in the Steelworkers did not. Nor, as Emspak has 
pointed out, did Murray do anything to stop them. In Au-
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gust, David McDonald blasted the Communist Party at a dis
trict meeting of the Steelworkers in Cleveland. In October, 
New England steel locals condemned Communist activity 
in their organizations and James Carey, the CIO's national 
secretary and close associate of Murray, attacked the leader
ship of the Electrical Workers. AFL president William 
Green meanwhile seized the opportunity to assault his con
siderable body of enemies in the CIO by warning American 
workers against the danger of an '"insurrection inspired by 
Communist leaders' within and 'the forces of fascism in 
America' without."12 

What followed within three months of Labor Day in 1946 
was instrumental in deepening the antagonisms between 
left and right, both in organized labor and in the country as 
a whole. Six months after Operation Dixie had officially 
begun, its embattled short-term prospects suddenly were fur
ther burdened by the intrusion of the emerging cold war. 

One month before the national election of November 
1946, the Electrical Workers held its national convention. 
One of the most militant CIO unions, it served as a light
ning rod for conservative reaction within and outside the 
CIO. At that convention, a militant slate was reelected by a 
five-to-one margin over a slate calling itself "UE Members 
for Democratic Action."13 The sinners characterized the dissi
dents as "wreckers who urge us to substitute for the princi
ple of unity and democracy within our ranks, divisions, 
witch-hunts and purges."14 

The congressional elections in November 1946 consti
tuted a landslide for the Republicans and delivered a strong 
message to organized labor about its future. The results im
plied that the "national mood" would likely be quite differ
ent from the New Deal years. The Republicans won 246 
seats in the House to the Democrats' 188, and 51 seats in 
the Senate to the Democrats' 45. Only three-eights of the eli
gible voters had cast ballots, and the Democratic vote 
dropped from 25,000,000 to 15,000,000. In addition, only 75 
of the 318 candidates supported by the CIO-PAC won their 
races.15 

In effect the election results, as one historian has put it, 
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"reinforced the efficacy of red-baiting" and led Truman to 
take more drastic steps: The loyalty program "became a shut
tlecock in party politics." As an attempt to slow the Republi
cans' momentum, Truman signed Executive Order 9835, 
"which launched a purge of the federal civil service and in
spired imitative purges at every level of American working 
life."16 As the fast-disintegrating wartime popular front disap
peared from politics, the Americans for Democratic Action 
came to represent "the vital center of mainline liberalism," 
having as members Eleanor Roosevelt, "a galaxy of the big 
names of the New Deal era," "major anti-Communist labor 
leaders and the spokesmen of the NAACP."17 

The eighth annual CIO convention in November 1946 
brought into full view the dilemma in which the CIO leader
ship found itself. Everyone was aware of the stakes in
volved, and of how much rode on labor's ability to remain 
unified. Prior to the convention, Murray had insisted on as
sembling an ideologically balanced committee of six people 
from the executive board to draft a compromise resolution. 
He intended to then present it to the convention as part of 
his opening speech, without asking for debate. The compro
mise resolution denounced meddling by political parties in 
the internal affairs of the CIO. This bow to the right was ac
companied by a bow to the left with the inclusion of "other 
political parties" along with reference to the Communists. 
This phrase at once reduced the extent to which the resolu
tion might have calmed the right. Thus the Association of 
Catholic Trade Unionists thought the resolution, "with its im
plication that Democratic Party interference was as culpable 
as that of the communists, was much too weak." The New 
York Times interpreted the right's response as a decision to 
yield only to Murray's call for the appearance of unity.18 

This they were willing to do purportedly because "the price 
of their refusal to yield might have been Mr. Murray's refu
sal to accept the presidency again. They did not want to 
risk the consequences at this time." In his speech Murray 
added that "This organization is not and must not be 
Communist-controlled and inspired." He then made a ges
ture to reassure the moderates and persuade the pro-
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Communists to support the resolution. The statement, he 
said, was "designed to chart a course for the overall con
duct of our International unions. It should not be miscon
strued to be a repressive measure. I am definitely opposed 
to any form of repression in this movement of ours."19 

Only two delegates refused to endorse the resolution, both 
Communists and officers in the National Maritime Union. 
They were immediately "harangued openly by their com
rades," whereupon they rushed to the platform to inform 
Murray that they would change their votes.20 One una-
mused observer described the incident as yet one more "un-
edifying spectacle of Communists voting to denounce 
themselves." "Like overpowered captains who hoped to 
trade servility for time, they turned the other cheek."21 

Yet the CIO's constitution and administrative structure 
gave Murray little more than the power to remove certain in
dividuals from his own CIO staff. Intervention on a large 
scale was constitutionally impossible because the CIO, recall
ing its own expulsion from the AFL, originally created for it
self an organization with limited powers in the national 
headquarters. Nevertheless, the events of the year showed 
Murray's evolution in 1946. Early on, he sounded a call for 
calm and a continuation of the CIO's democratic heritage at 
the Steelworkers' convention in May 1946.22 While his inner 
circle of advisers urged him to take a strong stand against 
the Communists, Murray was torn. He warned against 
"the intrusion of ideological ideas or beliefs into trade 
union matters," and was careful to add: "We ask no man 
his national origin, his color, his religion, or his beliefs."23 

However, in his speech to the Conference of progressives 
in the fall of that year, Murray burst out, to the consterna
tion of the popular frontists, that organized labor "wants 
no damn Communists meddling in our affairs."24 

It was at this time that the CIO leadership made an ef
fort to influence public opinion by preparing a pamphlet enti
tled "Americans! 7,000,000 of them," aimed at answering 
the charge of communism, largely in the context of the South
ern drive. If there were Communists in the CIO, labor's lead
ers said, it was only because employers had hired them 
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first—"generally when their industries were operating non
union."25 

This was a pretty thin reed, given the whipping winds 
of anticommunism coursing through the CIO and the soci
ety as a whole. But the defensiveness of the left at the end 
of 1946 cast in bold relief the changes that had occurred 
within labor during the year. The CIO's radical wing had de
cided that a conciliatory course in 1946 would give them a 
chance to reorganize their forces within the CIO so that a 
center-left coalition could retake the offensive in 1947. Partici
pation in Operation Dixie was consistent with this aim, as 
the Highlander conclave of left-led unions concluded early 
in 1946. A participant recalled the options: 

What shall be our role in Operation Dixie? We know 
the rules of the game. We know that if we go in and or
ganize, that we're organizing in the name of the CIO 
and that they can give jurisdiction to whoever they 
want. A number of positions developed. One was dis
trust. A group of people said, "We're being fooled 
into this thing. If we do it, we'll do a lot of organizing 
and they'll just take over the locals and we won't get 
them." Well, [FTA President] Henderson's answer to 
that was, "Look, if we go in and do the organizing, 
we have ten of our people in there and they have ten 
of their people, and we're working in tobacco and our 
people are going to be tobacco workers—we're the 
ones who are going to win the support of these peo
ple. We're going to organize them and we'll win their 
support."26 

Henderson prevailed, primarily because his position 
made sense in light of the FTA's impression of organizers em
ployed directly by the CIO; the FTA people were confident 
they could develop deeper and more lasting ties with the 
rank-and-file workers in the Southern tobacco industry. 

Our people would be there day and night. They 
wouldn't sleep. They wouldn't be drinking coffee. 
They were workers out of the factories. "Not only are 
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we going to work, we're going to outwork them. In 
our field, Food and Tobacco, we're going to make ar
rangements for rank-and-file workers to get out of our 
factories, go in with their people, and really organ
ize."27 

The FTA's fears of the CIO's use of jurisdictional assign
ment as a weapon for defeating left-wing unions were well 
founded, however. By 1947, the CIO was assigning tobacco 
workers to the United Transport Service Employees' Associa
tion.28 

Such events constituted a form of "raiding" by administra
tive action. Actual raiding followed soon afterward—and in 
a manner that put to rest any possibility that Operation 
Dixie could somehow rescue itself from the setbacks of 
1946. The Republican congress, elected on a platform that 
promised to restrain labor, had passed the Taft-Hartley Act. 
Its provisions for non-Communist affidavits for officials of 
unions wishing to appear on NLRB election ballots brought 
politics to the very center of the organizing process. In 
March 1947, the U.S. secretary of labor demanded publicly 
that the Communist Party be outlawed, and the U.S. commis
sioner of education went on an anti-Communist speaking 
tour.29 The Truman Doctrine was unveiled in the same 
month and precipitated a great deal of pressure on labor's 
left wing, tightening the requirements for proof of loyalty 
and patriotism as well. Alongside the Marshall Plan and 
the Taft-Hartley Act, it represented three levels of pressure 
that collectively split the CIO's center-left coalition irrepara
bly. The primary reverberations of the Truman Doctrine 
and the Marshall Plan were felt by the CIO as support for 
both came to be used as the litmus test for patriotism. 

The strategy was effective. During 1947, major upheavals 
hit three CIO unions with the largest Communist 
membership—the United Electrical, Radio and Machine 
Workers (UE), the National Maritime Union (NMU), and 
the International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers 
(IUMMSW). An official anti-Communist caucus was set up 
within UE. The Communist slate was defeated in the Mari-
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time Union and a secessionist movement was begun in 
Mine, Mill after left-wing Reid Robinson was reelected to 
the presidency in January 1947. By midyear, Murray was in
structing the CIO executive board: 

If Communism is an issue in any of your unions, 
throw it to hell out . . . and throw its advocates out 
along with it. When a man accepts . . . paid office in a 
union . . . to render service to workers, and then deliv
ers service to outside interests, that man is nothing 
but a damned traitor.30 

The center-left coalition was dead and the isolation of the 
left was complete. 

The impact of these dynamics upon what was left of Oper
ation Dixie soon became clear. The CIO had many goals in 
the South: to organize textiles, to overcome racial segrega
tion both in the workplace and in Southern society as a 
whole, and to end the political hegemony of race-baiting 
"Dixiecrat" conservatives. All were components that were 
necessary to complete the structural requirements for a 
truly national movement of industrial unionism, one that 
could be strong enough to lead postwar American society to
ward the egalitarian "new day" that progressives had long 
envisioned. 

Perhaps no other local union in the South symbolized— 
in its black and white membership—these ambitious goals 
more fully then the 10,000-member Local 22 of the Food 
and Tobacco Workers Union at the R.J. Reynolds Plant in 
Winston-Salem, North Carolina. The foundation of the 
union was made up of black women workers in the "stem-
meries," who had played a militant and decisive role in the 
union's original struggle for recognition. In the increasingly 
conservative climate of cold war politics, Reynolds moved 
in 1947 to break the union when the contract then in force ex
pired, by refusing to go along with demands for a wage in
crease. The resulting strike earned the sympathy of the 
progressive Southern religious group, the Fellowship of 
Southern Churchmen. But the Communist leanings of the 
FT A also generated anxiety among those Southerners. In a re-
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vealing exchange of letters, Nelle Morton of the fellowship 
wrote for advice from a close friend, South Carolina's state di
rector for Operation Dixie, Franz Daniel: 

We are in a dilemma as we face the FTA-CIO Local 22 
strike at Reynolds Tobacco in Winston-Salem. When 
we see a clear-cut issue of injustice the Fellowship has 
not been timid to act. . . . The issues of the strike are 
entirely justified in every way. While we have no 
proof, we believe that the union is pretty well commu
nist controlled. The company has a paternalistic atti
tude toward the workers and is determined to break 
the union. So they are seeking every weapon to use in 
the breaking. . . . Suppose the strike is won and the 
Party becomes more powerful than ever through the 
union locals. What will that do to labor and ultimately 
to the strikers in the plant?31 

The CIO state director's response provided an indication 
of the fence CIO leaders were trying to straddle: 

In my opinion, the Fellowship should issue an appeal 
on behalf of the strikers . . . prefaced by a brief state
ment calling attention to the current charge of Commu
nist domination. Nothing would be gained by 
ignoring or denying the charge—but so what? You are 
not asking for relief for the leaders of the union. You 
are asking for relief of strikers whose cause is a just 
one. If the strike is won, there is a chance to clean up 
the union. If it is lost, there will be no chance to elimi
nate the C.P. . . . I personally believe the charges of 
C.P. domination are well grounded. I want that 
changed. And I believe it can be changed if the strike 
is won.32 

Nelle Morton found this response to be "clear-cut and fine" 
and "just the assurance we needed."33 

Local 22's representatives, though supported by the Fel
lowship of Southern Churchmen, were ostracized by New 
York unionists when they attempted to raise strike funds. 
"Now we were isolated," said Local 22's Karl Korstad. "The 
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right-wing unions, on the whole, would not attend joint 
meetings. The Electrical Workers helped us, but it was 
pretty much our group." National politics, as distinct from in
ternal CIO politics, also intruded. In the middle of the 
strike, the House Un-American Activities Committee called 
in three leaders of FTA to testify on Communist affilia
tions.34 Not only had the spirit of cooperation vanished, it 
had been accompanied by a change in attitude among the 
CIO leadership as to the purpose and function of labor organ
ization. The left-wing unions had clearly become a liability 
to labor's cause as as whole. 

John Russell, the Fur and Leather Workers' Southern dis
trict director assessed the situation as one of the CIO becom
ing preoccupied with "respectability." 

They wanted to buy respectability, of course. No ques
tion about this. They just ached for it. I remember 
Baldanzi making a speech at the 1947 convention in Bos
ton. And he flayed the living hell out of those people 
who talked, as he said, "with a forked tongue, lied 
about things, didn't say who they were," and these 
things. And I forget exactly how he phrased it, but any
way, it was to the effect that these people "who 
wouldn't sign the [Taft-Hartley] non-Communist oath 
didn't deserve any protection, because obviously they 
are Communists," and words along these lines.35 

A deep bitterness lingers in the memories of Southern radi
cals caught in the clutches of labor's internal cold war of 
1946-1950. Russell, for example, remembered George 
Baldanzi as "a fancy speaker," but "empty as hell, of 
course." Russell also saw him as one of the leaders in the 
move to "buy respectability," people whose motivations he 
described in the following way: "They probably wanted 
any members they could get, because they were the kind of 
guys who thought in terms of: If you could pick up a 
group of workers, even if it means making a deal that puts 
chains around those workers, that's fine."36 

Such rancor was rooted in the raiding—as early as 
1947—to which left-led unions in the South were subjected. 
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The attempts to reduce the membership of FTA, for exam
ple, were challenges to which they could not fully respond 
at first, because of the leadership's initial refusal to sign the 
non-Communist affidavits demanded by the Taft-Hartley 
Act. The CIO's big opportunity came with an election at 
R.J. Reynolds in Winston-Salem in 1950. The 1947 strike 
ended without Reynolds' full recognition of workers' de
mands, and agitation and calls for a new contract and a 
union election had flared intermittently ever since. So deter
mined was the CIO to break FTA that it sent in organizers 
from unions that could not even remotely claim jurisdiction 
over tobacco workers. They were under instructions to re
cruit workers for the United Transport Service Employees-
CIO (UTSE), and away from the Tobacco Workers 
International Union-AFL, and, of course, Local 22. Such 
"draftees" in union-busting look back on the events with a re
gret that, at times, exudes its own kind of bitterness. 

Now this is, as far as I'm concerned, one of the black 
marks in our history of the CIO. Even though they 
[the FTA] were expelled, they were a trade union. 
They were a good local union in that plant. True 
enough they were communist-dominated, but hell, 
John L. Lewis used the communists to organize work
ers. And they were a good union. And in order not to 
let the [AFL] Tobacco Workers have it, the CIO goes 
in there. And I went in there on it. I was sent in 
there. And we had a fairly good-sized staff. And we 
were organizing them for the United Transport Serv
ice Employees Union. A very vicious strike it was. 
And it was a race strike, really. Blacks were striking 
and the whites were scabbing. And of course, then, 
this was when the [AFL] Tobacco Workers Union 
moved in and then we [in the CIO] moved in.37 

An election was finally held on March 8, 1950. Although it 
was possibly the largest union election ever held in the 
South, the results were "inconclusive." "No Union" re
ceived 3,426 votes; Local 22 won 3,323 votes; the TWIU-
AFL received 1,514, and UTSE-CIO 541. A runoff election 
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was then scheduled for March 23, between Local 22 and 
"No Union/' Local 22 received 4,428 votes, "No Union/' 
4,383, with 133 votes challenged. After the NLRB rules on 
the challenged votes, Local 22 lost the election by 66 votes. 

The outcome hinged on the challenged ballots, and of 
course, again, the Labor Board ruled on the chal
lenged ballots in favor of management. And, as a re
sult, there is not a union in R. J. Reynolds to this day. 
Now, if we'd all stayed out of there, and helped Local 
22 to win that thing, they'd be in the labor movement 
today. And they'd be in the AFL-CIO today.38 

By this process, black workers in the South became inad
vertent casualties of the cold war in labor. But the CIO it
self was also a casualty, for struggles such as the one over 
Local 22 ate away the morale of the CIO's organizers. 

You know, we were supposed to be bitter anti-
communists. This is the time prior to when UE, Mine, 
Mill and Smelter—there was ten unions that were ex
pelled. And Murray was really bitterly opposed to 
them. So, when it came to the second round between 
the FTA and "no union" at that Reynolds plant, we 
did nothing. Nor did the [AFL] Tobacco Workers; in 
fact, they even told their people to vote "no union." 
That's a black page in our history. I really think, to 
me, that's one of the worst things that we've done in 
all the years we were in the South. The amount of en
ergy, over months, all these organizers, both from 
UTW, from the CIO, and MONEY!! All kinds of 
money! Workin' people's money! Poured in here, try
ing to take people who are already in a union, to an
other union! There's no God-given sense to it, you 
know. Maybe it isn't the ideal union. I don't think it 
is to this day, but it also could be! But, my God, all 
this energy and all this money is being used that 
should have been out here being used to organize some
thing else. It did about as much to prevent us from suc
ceeding in the South as anything management did.39 
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Unfortunately for the CIO, the Winston-Salem story was 
not an isolated one. A struggle inside the Packinghouse 
Workers affected the entire local labor movement in Fort 
Worth, Texas, so that organizers for other unions wanted 
to "cringe." One CWA organizer recalled, 

I really got involved, where I could see it, when we 
put our little one-room organizing office in Fort 
Worth, me and another representative, in the Packing
house Workers' hall. And the internal fight in the 
United Packinghouse Workers Union was just bloody! 
I mean bloody! Some people at CIO were trying to 
expel them. They didn't want to be expelled. Two 
huge locals, Armour's and Swift's, two of the largest lo
cals in the union, were out there in that one hall, and 
two or three smaller ones. 

He remembered officers coming in often from Packing
house headquarters in order to help the regional director 
try to restore order, since he was unable to do so on his own. 

The communists didn't like him and the anti-
communists didn't like him, so he was very ineffec
tive. Things were in a constant turmoil, and you'd sit 
there and you'd cringe! You'd lock your door when 
things were going on, because you didn't even want 
to talk to anybody about it. Or you'd go out on a leaf
let run. You'd go home! You'd do anything to keep 
away from it, but you were constantly drawn into it be
cause these people were fighting for the minds of 
nearly 10,000 people—right there in Fort Worth, right 
where we had our office! Bad. Disruptive. People who 
were terrific people were calling other terrific people 
all kinds of names. And going out and putting out leaf
lets, leaflets at the plant, tearing the plant up.40 

Here was the major impact the purge had on the later 
stages of Operation Dixie—the loss of committed organizers 
and the dissipation of energy, money, and morale. But it 
was an impact that occurred after, not before, the basic de
feat in textiles in 1946. From the standpoint of the left-led un-
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ions, the CIO "raided and counter-raided till those workers 
didn't know where the hell they were. If they'd spent all 
the money organizing that those bastards used to destroy un
ions, they would have organized the textile industry in the 
South."41 This sweeping conclusion, spoken in bitterness 
and exasperation, is clearly excessive. Defeat in textiles had 
already occurred. But one of the complaints of Fur and Leath
er's John Russell has a more enduring resonance: 

Cannibalism is what it is. You eat yourselves up. You 
eat your people up. If you've got a company union, or 
a union that's completely bought and sold to the em
ployers, that's a different thing. But that wasn't the [sit
uation] in these cases. These were honest trade 
unions, basically. You may disagree with them, but 
they're honest in that sense: that they did get some 
raises, get some money, and did benefit the workers 
and things like this. It wasn't necessary.42 

The agonies imposed on the CIO by the cold war—and 
the agonies that CIO imposed on itself-—had their counter
part in that segment of the nation's progressive political com
munity that stood outside the labor movement. The 
red-baiting political climate of 1946, engendered by the busi
ness community, aggressively exploited by the Republican 
Party, and defensively manipulated by the Truman adminis
tration and its loyalty program, had culminated in a smash
ing GOP victory in the 1946 congressional elections. These 
events convinced many liberals that the progressive cause— 
so dependent at critical moments on the rhetoric and per
sonal prestige of Franklin Roosevelt—had never really 
achieved the ability to stand by itself. Some liberals felt that 
this defeat flowed from the failure to create an organized pro
gressive constituency; others saw it as a failure of image, 
traceable to the ease with which liberalism could be tarred 
with the brush of communism. Accordingly, some progres
sives aligned with the American Civil Liberties Union fo
cused on "an atmosphere increasingly hostile to the 
liberties of organized labor, the political left and many minor
ities," and called attention to an "excitement bordering on 
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hysteria" that characterized "the public approach to any 
issue related to Communism."43 

While a number of such progressives fought as best they 
could against the Truman loyalty oath—a campaign waged 
in a steadily deteriorating climate of free discussion—other 
liberals saw the problem as "moral and ideological." For 
them, it centered upon "the refusal of so many progres
sives to disassociate themselves strongly from Communists 
and pro-Communists." From this perspective, the para
mount urgency was the reestablishment of American liberal
ism as a movement in the native progressive tradition. This 
they hoped to accomplish by creating a new institution, 
called the Americans for Democratic Action. "By mid-1946, 
these two lines of thought and action were already strug
gling for dominance; by 1947, they formed two poles, with 
most progressives being drawn toward one or the other."44 

The politics of the postwar years produced no such dilem
mas for one other organized group-the American Federa
tion of Labor. The AFL had made substantial gains in the 
1937-1941 period by offering itself as a cooperative alterna
tive to employers threatened by the CIO. Such tactics consti
tuted an old AFL tradition that reached all the way back to 
the time of the Knights of Labor in the late nineteenth cen
tury. Indeed, in 1936 the president of the International Asso
ciation of Machinists-AFL, A. O. Wharton, had written that 
the Supreme Court's decision to uphold the Wagner Act 
had led many employers to accept the unavoidable and 
come to some kind of agreement with organized labor. How
ever, he noted that "These employers have expressed prefer
ence to deal with A.F. of L. organizations rather than 
Lewis, Hillman, Dubinsky, Howard and their gang of slug1 

gers, communists, radicals and soapbox artists, professional 
bums, expelled members of labor unions, outright scabs 
and the Jewish organizations with all their red affiliates."45 

This machinists' union made substantial gains by ap
proaching employers with the "backdoor pact." Union offi
cials would negotiate a "soft agreement" with the employer 
and prepare to collect dues, without having consulted any 
of the workers. Once the deal had been closed, the em-
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ployer would then present the workers with their new 
union, or merely post a notice on the bulletin board to that ef
fect. "Organizing the employer rather than the employee be
came a widespread practice," a tactic that many AFL 
officials considered "a major strategy in their fight with the 
CIO."46 

Ultimately, events over the next two generations were to 
reveal the hoUowness of a political stance based not on 
what the AFL advocated, but rather on the negative princi
ple of what it did not avocate. For its part, the Americans 
for Democratic Action did not materialize as "a vital cen
ter," but rather as an ineffective forum for the opinions of a 
small group of politically interested intellectuals. The CIO, 
shackled with Taft-Hartley and after another round of de
feats in the 1950s with article 14B of the Landrum-Griffin 
Bill, gradually subsided into a quiescent business unionism. 
Not only workers in the South but large sectors of the North
ern working population were left unorganized and isolated 
from any kind of "labor education." 

The practical results were quite real. But the ideological im
plications are less easily sorted out. One radical veteran of 
the postwar organizing campaign offered this general assess
ment of the long-term meaning of the labor politics that 
swirled around Operation Dixie: 

I think that by '48—that was the [CIO] convention 
that finally told the story. You accept the Marshall 
Plan, you tie American labor to American foreign pol
icy. Now it's a different thing when you strike. You're 
striking against your country. And now it's a different 
thing when you ask for wage increases. I think the com
promise was that you would tie wage increases to two 
things: cost of living and productivity. You got a wage 
increase to make up for the cost of living. This, in a 
way, takes the struggle out of the trade unions, be
cause when labor agrees to this—that your wages are 
going to be tied to productivity—you make the assump
tion that productivity is a function of labor only, and 
not a function of management.47 
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He added, by way of a general summation, "Historically, it 
seems to me that whenever a trade union gets tied to a na
tion's foreign policy, they tie their hands. They no longer 
have freedom."48 

As a comment on the crippling limitations that cold war 
politics imposed on the CIO, the judgment stands the test 
of time. However, the identical comment, ironically 
enough, can be made about the effect of the foreign policy 
pronouncements of the CIO's left wing. Indeed, it is impor
tant to remember that the vulnerability of the CIO's left 
wing to a purge was not solely a product of external cold 
war politics. The frequent shifts in Soviet foreign policy— 
and the slavish parroting of these shifts by American Com
munists, including those in the CIO—provided abundant 
evidence that the CIO's left was not an autonomous institu
tional vehicle for expressing the aspirations of the Ameri
can working class. Indeed, to many liberals and Socialists 
in the CIO's right and center, the left's defense against the 
purge, focusing as it did on repeated calls for "rank-and-
file democracy," was totally unconvincing. How could CIO 
leftists picture themselves as the defenders of trade union de
mocracy when the same people had, since the Nazi-Soviet 
pact of 1939, followed every twist and turn of Soviet for
eign policy? It was a question that the CIO's national leader
ship increasingly put to the movement's militants as the 
cold war deepened and as the American labor movement 
as a whole found itself on the defensive. 

The Communist Party's official response was to explore 
loftiness in the name of avoiding the issue: 

Just as the advocates of Christianity could not be 
thrown out by the Roman Emperors, and just as the 
roar of the Inquisition commanding that Galileo stop 
proclaiming the earth round could not stop the ad
vance of science, so today the trade union movement 
cannot turn back the clock of history.49 

Unfortunately, the CIO's left did not believe the evidence 
that Stalin's regime represented the gulag more than it did 
"the clock of history." 
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As 1947 drew to a close, the anti-Communist forces 
within the CIO and in the nation as a whole were evolving 
into a powerful and solid opposition, against which the left 
was becoming ever less capable of fighting. The Wallace cam
paign also added fuel to the red-baiting issue. Once several 
CIO unions had demonstrated official support for his cam
paign, the CIO executive council met in January 1948 and 
came out, 33 to 13, in support of the Marshall Plan and in op
position to Wallace. The CIO-PAC then spent some 
$513,000 that year on Truman's race.50 There is no doubt 
but that Wallace's resounding defeat "strengthened the re
solve and the nerve of the anti-Communists within the 
CIO."51 It also strengthened the resolve of Catholic trade un
ionists in the anti-red movement, to the extent that "the con
vention hall and the hotel lobbies were swarming with 
priests."52 

By the time of the CIO's national convention in 1948, Mur
ray was referring to Communists as "ideological dive-
bombers, pouting people, small cliques, degraded thinkers, 
dry rot leaders,[and] afflictions on mankind."53 One year 
later, Murray addressed the 1949 delegates with references 
to the "sulking cowards, apostles of hate, lying out of the 
pits of their dirty bellies."54 

In such a manner, the CIO fought its way back into the 
mainstream of the Democratic Party. Unfortunately for 
labor, that mainstream represented an accommodation to cor
porate America that severely circumscribed labor's influ
ence on national policy. The price of respectability was high. 



IX 
Aftermath 

In the end, calm and quiet closed over Operation Dixie, 
leaving the South, to all appearances, pretty much as it had 
been before. Business domination of politics and the econ
omy continued unabated. Racial segregation remained the 
way of life. In soft Southern accents, "Dixiecrat" politicians 
still demonstrated their legendary parliamentary skill in the 
U.S. Senate and on key House committees. Their long associ
ation with Republicans in the majority conservative coali
tion in Congress continued to shape the limits of policy 
debate in twentieth-century America. A chastened CIO, find
ing itself in increasing agreement with AFL conservatives, 
completed its evolution from industrial unionism to busi
ness unionism by merging with the craft unions in a re
united AFL-CIO in 1956. The South's premier industry, 
textiles, remained overwhelmingly nonunion and the re
gion's workers maintained their status as the nation's low
est paid employees. 

As a large-scale organizing campaign Operation Dixie 
died in December 1946 when the organizing staff was cut 
in half. Organizers for left-wing unions, under attack in the 
CIO, pulled out of the Southern drive by degrees in 
1947-1948. The UAW, whose funds and technical advice 
had been a significant force, left in 1948. The same year, 
the Southern Organizing Committee ceased functioning in 
Texas, Louisiana, and Mississippi. Alabama was abandoned 
in 1949. A desultory effort continued in the rest of the 
South until Operation Dixie was officially closed in 1953. In 
the course of these efforts, the CIO made a summary conclu-
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sion on the subject of hiring Southern organizers to combat 
the charge of "outside agitators." In the staff retrenchment 
that came at the end of 1946, the CIO completely deempha-
sized the hiring of Southern staff. Experience, not regional af
filiation, became the sole criterion.1 

In 1949, Southern membership in the CIO was no 
greater than the 400,000 total that had existed on the day 
when George Baldanzi opened the Atlanta office of Opera
tion Dixie in 1946. To the prewar Southern membership in 
textiles of 27,750, another 42,450 were added during the 
war. Thus at the outset of Operation Dixie, TWUA counted 
70,200 in a work force of approximately 580,000. Four years 
later, TWUA workers covered under Southern contracts to
taled 81,095. The Southern drive had added a mere 10,805. 
In 1949, Emil Rieve, president of the TWUA, forthrightly con
ceded that "we are worse off today in the South than we 
have been" and added that the TWUA's influence in the tex
tile industry "is probably less today than it was a few years 
ago."2 

The failure of Operation Dixie raised the most central ques
tions about workers, about the CIO, and about the Ameri
can labor movement in general. In the spring of 1946, 
hopes had been high; in the autumn, all was doubt and con
fusion. Had the union encountered a part of America that 
was organically resistant to it? Had Southern working peo
ple, so shortly removed from the heritage of land tenantry 
and sharecropping, silently absorbed a tradition of submis
sion and defeat, of resignation and apathy? Had evangelical 
religion somehow undermined people's capacity for self-
help, even as it consoled them and uplifted the spirit? Was 
race somehow an insuperable barrier? Was something 
called "the Southern heritage" in all of its manifestations— 
religious, racial, and individualistic—a force so powerful it 
overwhelmed the small groups of organizers the CIO dis
patched throughout the region? Had a hierarchy of caste 
and class, nurtured by an aggressive corporate environ
ment, simply proven too strong? 

Or was the fault within the labor movement itself? Was 
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it too traditional and bureaucratic? Or perhaps too ideologi
cal and radical? Was it cynical, innocent, or otherwise, as 
the saying goes, incapable of meeting the demands of his
tory? Hovering over Operation Dixie from beginning to end 
was the enormous political, cultural, and economic power 
mobilized by Southern corporations. And giving an espe
cially sharp definition to the struggle was the ruthless intran
sigence of the Southern mill owners. Their contempt for 
the CIO was an expression of their contempt for the "white 
trash" who worked for them. 

In addition, it must be remembered that the specific 
shape of the events of 1946 was not the product of that 
year alone. Many generations of life in the South had gone 
into the creation of the arrogance of the mill owner. The so
cial values and habits of the Southern elite had been crafted 
over many generations during which a rigid hierarchy had 
been fashioned by a few, presided over by a few, and en
forced with privately controlled police power. In conduct, 
as in allegiance, the "patty rollers" who protected against 
runaway slaves were brothers under the skin to the mill vil
lage sheriffs who protected the textile company against the 
restless "lint-heads." The naked mechanisms of social con
trol that enforced inherited class and caste relations in South
ern mill villages were of a kind and type that went beyond 
the imagination of most Americans. As a genteel Southern 
lawyer, sobered over time by the cold fury of mill village jus
tice and law enforcement, remembered forty years after 
Operation Dixie, "Those fellows from Michigan and 
Pennsylvania who came down here were astounded at 
what we were running into. And I guess they still are."3 A 
student of the textile industry, similarly sobered by the impli
cations of his own research, settled upon the words "hostil
ity," "absolute rule," "total control," and "intransigence" 
as the most appropriate descriptions of the conduct of tex
tile management with respect to trade unions.4 A black orga
nizer in lumbering reflected on other patterns: "There was 
a meanness about these policemen. A special meanness. It 
came from a long way back, you know."5 In overt and in sub-
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tie ways, Operation Dixie encountered a kind of resistance 
that "came from a long way back." 

Yet factors within the CIO itself also helped defeat the 
drive, although to give them too much of the responsibility 
would imply that had a slightly different path been taken, 
Operation Dixie would have had a radically different result. 
The evidence does not support such a conclusion. Had the 
South been organizable through sheer will and effort, the 
CIO staff of 1946 possessed enough of these qualities to 
have succeeded. One comes away from a prolonged study 
of the people and events that formed the day-to-day life of 
Operation Dixie with the settled feeling that the men and 
women of the CIO cared enough, and tried hard enough. 
But more than will was required. 

At the institutional core of the Southern drive was the Tex
tile Workers Union of America. The TWUA invested the 
most time and resources of all the CIO internationals and it 
was the organizing teams in textiles that were buffeted 
most disastrously by the hurricane of opposition that be
came the decisive force in Operation Dixie. Fashioning a judi
cious appraisal of the TWUA is necessarily a complex 
process, for the union lived in an industrial environment 
that was different from that of most CIO internationals. 
The single most influential difference was the structure of 
the textile industry itself. Made up of thousands of rela
tively small production units (even "giants" such as Can
non with its 25,000 workers could not be compared to U.S. 
Steel or General Motors), the textile industry was authenti
cally competitive in ways that the oligopolistic industries of 
steel, auto, and rubber were not. For both management 
and labor, the acceptance of the administrative apparatus of 
collective bargaining was an historic compromise that was 
much more practically achieved in industries dominated by 
three or four giant producers than was the case in textiles. 
Textile producers lived closer to the margin, were perenni
ally short of capital and, thus, incorporated a number of com
petitive dynamics that encouraged an intransigent anti-
labor attitude. 

Prior to the coming of the CIO, the United Textile Work-
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ers (AFL) under Frank Gorman never developed effective or
ganizing momentum, and the great uprising from below in 
the South of 1934 caught the leadership by surprise. The 
most successful organizers in textiles were Emil Rieve and 
George Baldanzi, and they quickly rose to leadership after 
Sidney Hillman put together the Textile Workers Organiz
ing Committee under the CIO in 1937. The union contracts 
subsequently won in the North came after hard struggles 
and yielded contracts at levels below those obtained in the 
nation's other major industries. After many defeats, the 
union developed a methodical approach that struck its 
friends as prudent and its critics as cautious. However char
acterized, the day-to-day organizing life in textiles did not en
courage union activists to have stars in their eyes. 

When the union first systematically began to turn its atten
tion to the South during World War II, it encountered a 
world even more resistant than that presided over by the 
mill barons of New England. The hierarchical nature of 
Southern society, grounded in an authoritarian racial caste 
system and protected by docile religious and journalistic in
stitutions ready to provide serviceable apologetics on de
mand, assisted in fortifying across the region a deep 
hostility to the TWUA. Demagogic attacks, grounded in pro
vincial attitudes, could always be effectively mounted 
against "outsiders" with names like Baldanzi, Rieve, and 
Bittner. 

Faced with such an implacable and elaborately armed in
dustrial opposition, the TWUA had difficulty fashioning a 
clear organizing strategy in the South. It had difficulty assess
ing the Southern working class as well. "The Southern Tex
tile Worker is a small-town, suspicious individual, who is 
extremely provincial, petty, gossip-mongering, who is com
pletely isolated and knows only his mill." In the late 1930s, 
such was the settled conclusion of a highly placed textile 
union official, Solomon Barkin, research director of the 
TWUA in New York. Southerners were "easy prey to explo
sive situations" and therefore too much should not be read 
into those occasions when they mounted strikes in mill vil
lages. Such incidents needed to be understood as a mo-
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ment of "novelty" in the dull life of the mill town. "For the 
most part ," Barkin believed at the time, Southern mill 
hands were "mute and undisciplined."6 

While Barkin was committing his thoughts to paper in 
1939, a Southern journalist was giving even more elaborate 
expression to the same ideas in a manuscript that would be 
published the following year. W. J. Cash's The Mind of the 
South was a sustained attempt to explain the peculiarities of 
the region and its people. Cash, too, wrestled with the appar
ent paradox of working-class deference on the one hand 
and, on the other, abundant evidence of assertion, some
times violent assertion, by the same people. As observers, 
both Barkin and Cash noted the oral traditions of Southern 
society and the generally low level of education that 
yielded very little in the way of written evidence about popu
lar belief. In Barkin's phrase, Southern mill workers were 
in that sense "mute ." 

A different kind of "distancing" from Southern workers 
was visible in the views of others who defended mill work
ers by romanticizing them. George Baldanzi found in the 
South "a much greater appreciation of human values than 
is found in the North." Southerners, he believed, were "by 
nature kindly," were "strongly religious," and tended to 
"react to human tragedy with a sort of calm fatalism." In a 
judgment he otherwise did not elaborate upon, Baldanzi 
saw Southern textile workers, provincial though they were, 
as representing "the best of what remains of truly Ameri
can folklore."7 

Aside from such excursions into remote theorizing, the 
textile leadership came under criticism for being physically 
remote from the daily struggles of Operation Dixie. Bittner, 
Baldanzi, and the Atlanta office in its entirety were criti
cized for being an elite "palace guard," out of touch with 
grass roots realities. Bittner "didn't have the contacts and ex
perience" to analyze the South with sophistication. The ini
tial fanfare surrounding the launching of the campaign 
was, in retrospect, also seen as an error "that instantly put 
people on their guard, and made the South as a whole defen
sive." Such propaganda produced by the CIO leadership 
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was seen as "talking to their own people rather than to the 
public, and the newspapers really dressed it up, calling it 
an 'invasion/ "8 The problem, many believed, began with 
the name itself. "Operation Dixie" almost seemed to beg 
the opposition to employ the "invasion" metaphor.9 South
ern organizers agreed: The CIO leadership "advertised" too 
much, and in the wrong way. "Here comes Sherman's 
army again! Be ready!"10 The effect was to "immediately 
put people on the defensive."11 The result was a "damn 
tragic error."12 

Internal dialogue in labor's ranks about such tactical mat
ters was fundamentally unbalanced. Northern organizers 
had, in effect, scalps on their belts, and could turn aside un
wanted advice from Southern staffers with an incontroverti
ble fact: "Look, I organized 30,000 workers in Pittsburgh 
(or Detroit, or Akron) and what have you people done 
down here?" As a Southern organizer explained years later, 
"There was no answer for that, because what they said was 
true."13 

Clearly, the entire issue surrounding the proper initial 
"positioning" of the Southern campaign, one that might be 
summarized as a debate over a "high-profile" or "low-
profile" approach, sheds significant light on the condition 
of the American labor movement in the immediate after
math of World War II. Baldanzi was right on two counts. 
The campaign needed Southern organizers who understood 
the local culture; it also needed programmatically experi
enced Northern organizers to bring coherence to the organiz
ing process. But the debate that took place over what to 
call the campaign, and how to present it to the American 
and Southern public, also revealed that Southern CIO staff 
members were to have little prestige and thus little decision
making power within the campaign itself. If the Northern 
model of "transforming" victories did not quite fit the reali
ties at work in the Southern textile industry, there was no 
Southern dissenter with enough internal clout in the CIO 
to prevail at the level of policy. 

What overall final appraisal can be made of these inter
nal disputes? Northern organizers did have more experi-
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ence; they did "know more." The inexperience of Southern 
organizers was a constantly recurring problem. At the 
height of the organizing drive in the heart of textile country 
in 1946, the North Carolina state director, William Smith, 
felt it necessary to remind his predominantly Southern-
born staff of the most basic rules of organizing. He com
plained that the Kannapolis staff was carrying on a 
recruitment campaign "without any method or purpose 
other than [to] sign up as many workers as possible." He in
sisted that this technique left the CIO with only "an unor
ganized crowd of card-signers." Smith's instructions to the 
Kannapolis staff concentrated on the most elementary 
truths: "You should, right at the outset of any organizing 
drive, concentrate on setting up committees in every depart
ment and on every shift. Make this your number one job in be
ginning any organizing drive. Don't try to do it all alone. 
Do it through and with the committees, and it will be done 
better and much sooner. Don't be a LONE RANGER. Orga
nize your work and your work will be organized."14 

Smith wrote at a pivotal moment in the textile campaign, 
which was, itself, the critical center of Operation Dixie. It is 
important to assess precisely what had gone wrong by the 
time he wrote these exasperated instructions on August 5, 
1946. It is also vital to isolate precisely what Smith's textile or
ganizing staff was failing to achieve that, as the CIO's experi
ence taught, needed to be achieved. In short, organizing 
doctrine (the CIO's institutional memory) and operational 
conduct (running the Southern campaign) merged at Kan
napolis in August in ways that revealed the strategic and tac
tical trauma of the American labor movement in 1946. 

It is necessary to pull together a number of threads imbed
ded both in the history of Operation Dixie and in the forma
tive years of the CIO in order to detect the unraveling of 
the labor movement and the dissipation of its energy that 
began in 1946. The CIO's own contributions to the failure 
of Operation Dixie arose from hazards found within every or
ganization. In military terms, "doctrine" can be defined as 
that strategy that has worked most effectively before and 
has, as a result, become the conventional wisdom. Thus do 
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military organizations prepare to fight the last war. The 
CIO was hamstrung by the same dynamic, facing new condi
tions but armed with the tactics that had proven most suc
cessful in the last "war." Unfortunately, these tactics were 
the legacy of a Northern encounter, a society not matched 
by what the CIO found in the South. Nor was the surround
ing climate of 1946 the same one in which the CIO's conven
tional wisdom had developed in the Depression. As a 
group possessing an institutional memory, the CIO was re
ally quite young in 1946. Its essential organizing experience 
had been packed into the eventful five-year period between 
1936 and 1941. In that brief period, the CIO had organized 
much of America's industrial work force that was concen
trated in the steel, auto, rubber, and electrical industries. 
The only major American industry that remained unorgan
ized was textiles. 

Yet broad as it must have seemed, this sweeping organiz
ing experience was really quite narrow in terms of the tac
tics it employed. The sit-down strikes of the 1930s—often 
conducted by a small and militant sector of the work force— 
brought major companies to a standstill. After a tense per
iod of confrontation, the new unions were recognized. 
Even where the sit-downs were massive and involved large 
numbers of workers, participants were incorporated 
quickly, as part of the euphoria of the "sit-down era." 

It is important to specify that it was not the sit-downs 
per se that constituted the essence of the "Northern 
model" that the CIO followed; rather, it was the transform
ing impact on the potential for organizing that was 
achieved by unionizing a bellwether company in a bell
wether industry. This achievement, whether it was through 
a sit-down or not, sent a transforming message of possibil
ity to every unorganized worker in every smaller plant in 
the affected industry. Such a circumstance could, in a mo
ment, rally thousands of workers to the union cause. It 
could, in short, overcome worker deference and "fear." In 
the late 1930s, the industrial rank and file was not so much re
cruited to the CIO as it was mobilized for a particularly dra
matic kind of job action. This mobilization was in part an 
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emotional response to a particular time, the Depression, 
and to a particular place, highly centralized mass produc
tion industry with choke points that could be shut down to 
cripple the entire operation. The infancy of Southern indus
try made such action impossible. Thus, twentieth-century 
tactics that had produced dazzling Northern successes 
could not bridge the gap to a region languishing, in many re
spects, in the nineteenth century. 

Had the CIO been able to effect a "transforming" break
through in any of the region's textile giants, perhaps South
ern workers by the hundreds of thousands could have been 
mobilized to join the CIO. To have been "transforming" in 
this sense, the breakthrough victory would have had to be 
a decisive one over a powerful and widely known com
pany. Anything less could not be expected to change rap
idly the calculus of power between Southern industry and 
labor. The "Northern model" of attacking the bellwether tex
tile plants, then, was one that fired the imagination and de
termination of both organizers and workers. 

In the absence of such a galvanizing experience, the differ
ence between temporary mobilization and permanent recruit
ment became quite clear. Instead of rapidly pulling 
enthusiastic masses of previously unorganized workers to 
the cause, as it did in the Northern sit-downs, the CIO in 
the South would be forced slowly, painfully to recruit skepti
cal workers—one union card at a time. Many of those South
ern workers the CIO tried to organize were in the most 
secure positions they and their families had ever known. 
Most of them constituted the first generation to look to fac
tory work as a way out of the mountains or off the farm. 
Without a clear demonstration of the advantages of union 
membership—one that did not exist in the South—workers 
proved reluctant to risk the present for the unknown bene
fits of an uncertain future. Lacking a striking Southern suc
cess to which it could point in trying to convince Southern 
workers that a union was an attainable goal, the CIO's only 
recourse lay in the long-term education of unorganized work
ers to the benefits of union membership. In the end, the 



Aftermath 171 

CIO could neither mobilize nor recruit Southern workers 
who were seemingly impervious to its educational campaign. 

Simply put, the CIO faced the central organizing di
lemma: one cannot want for people what circumstances do 
not encourage them to want for themselves. As a result, in 
case after case across the South, it became evident that the 
CIO's inability to get off the ground by forming in-plant com
mittees forced CIO staffers into trying to organize Southern 
workers' unions for them—a tactic that most organizers 
agreed could never really be expected to produce a high 
rate of success. In August 1946, North Carolina's embattled 
state director lectured the Kannapolis staff on the need to 
avoid behaving like "lone rangers" and to proceed with the 
organization of in-plant committees. But if one fact was 
clear from the reports of the previous nine weeks of effort 
(however elliptical those reports might have been in terms 
of numbers of signed union cards), it was that the Kannapo
lis staff could not fashion reliable in-plant committees. Staff 
organizers therefore functioned as "lone rangers" out of ne
cessity, rather than choice. In the absence, then, of a trans
forming breakthrough, the CIO had to recruit rather than 
mobilize. And to recruit they had first to educate the work
ers. Unfortunately, the CIO had neither the time nor re
sources for such a necessarily lengthy "educational" 
campaign. "Education" involved many ingredients—a 
knowledge of what other American workers under CIO lead
ership had done for themselves, the management tactics 
that had to be overcome, the worker solidarity that had to 
be built, specific steps toward building it, and all the other 
components of American labor's collective experience that 
bore directly on the task at hand in the South. In essence, 
"education" could be summarized as a believable blueprint 
for action—one that sustained hope among powerless 
people. 

But unable to do what would work, the CIO's effort con
sisted of an amalgam of techniques that might work: an edu
cational effort wherever workers were ready to listen; 
continued attempts to achieve a "transforming" break-
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through in places like Kannapolis or Avondale that might 
mobilize large numbers; and the quiet, methodical signing 
of workers in smaller plants. 

The great days of the 1930s had been days of mobiliza
tion; in the South, the more pedestrian future turned on 
steady numerical recruitment. The time would come—by 
1946 for some, and by the late 1940s for almost everyone— 
when CIO leaders would "read" organizers' reports with 
an eye to what the reports meant in terms of permanent re
cruitment. They would look for and demand that reports re
flected the completion of sequential organizing tasks and 
that results would focus on numbers rather than on descrip
tion. The presence or absence of signed CIO cards and ac
companying initiation fees verified whether recruitment 
was taking place in a given organizing campaign. Hun
dreds of organizers' reports during the decisive first six 
months of Operation Dixie in 1946 are filled with narrative 
rather than numbers. The CIO leadership's demands for 
numbers had not yet become an institutional cornerstone of 
CIO practice. In any event, as Operation Dixie proceeded 
in the South, the numbers were not there to report. 

It may be noted in passing that judgments as to whether 
a given organizer's report represented "creative rhetoric" or 
a serious narrative about organizing in-plant committees de
pended on the specific tactical and strategic situation at the 
time a report was written. In mid-July 1946, in Kannapolis, 
after weeks of sustained organizing efforts by the largest 
staff in the South, it was ominous to discover the local lead 
organizer explaining the absence of signed cards as a func
tion of the staff's preoccupation with (still) trying to set up in-
plant committees. The same report, written in the first 
week of June, would have been far more understandable. 
The essential point, applicable throughout the crucial sum
mer of 1946, was that the fundamental organizational distinc
tions between "recruitment" on the one hand and 
"mobilization" based on a transforming victory on the 
other were not clearly understood by most organizers at 
most levels of either the CIO or textile union hierarchy. 

No quick fix can be suggested that might have changed 
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the outcome of Operation Dixie. Economic power in the 
South was too closely interwoven with local governments, 
newspapers, police forces, and religious leaders; together, 
they were able to mobilize a level of opposition that the 
CIO did not have the cultural credibility to defeat. More
over, even had the CIO somehow been able to withstand 
the coordinated corporate assault, it still had the internal 
problem—the massively debilitating internal problem—that 
grew out of deeply embedded Southern traditions on race. 
At its best the CIO stood for a restructuring of race rela
tions that would not gain ground anywhere in America 
until the civil rights movement some twenty years later. 

Beyond these problems, sobering as they were, was an ide
ological dilemma that generated the most dismaying kinds 
of political problems. The CIO's origins and its goal of orga
nizing all industrial workers necessitated some kind of ap
proach that could transcend ethnic and racial barriers and 
ideological divisions. This reality set in motion a certain left
ward dynamic that harmonized badly with the conservative 
postwar national political climate. Taking all these factors 
into account, it cannot be regarded as a surprise that the 
CIO's Southern drive failed. 

Once established and with a collective self-image, organi
zations become increasingly invested in preserving their 
place in society. As a result, voices from the far corners of 
the organization are seen as troublesome, and therefore as 
ever less legitimate; and bad news that runs counter to the 
collective self-image is less and less welcome. An anti
democratic dynamic evolves as less diversity of opinion is 
permitted at the top levels of leadership. The lower the 
level of internal democracy, the less likely that organization 
is to entertain conflicting reports from the field. To remain 
successful in democratic terms, an organization needs to be 
self-regenerating, creating an institutional climate that 
allows for change from "the bottom" and encourages 
creativity at "the top." Such an institutional climate is 
conceivable, though rarely attained in history to date, in or 
out of labor movements. 

Organizations whose members see themselves as "pro-
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gressive" are in no sense immunized against this evolving 
dynamic of institutional rigidity. Even revolutions, once 
deemed "successful" by those in charge, are institutiona
lized in order to preserve their gains and secure the new 
order. This dynamic is clearly at work in the CIO's purge 
of its own left wing in the late 1940s, and earlier when lo
cals of left-wing unions were raided by internationals to 
their right on the political spectrum. True, in the late 1940s 
the national political climate was such that the threat to the 
CIO's respectability was great, and the pressure to purge 
those internationals was intense. And clearly, many commit
ted labor activists saw the purge as the only chance to sal
vage any position at all for the CIO in the increasingly 
constricted national political and economic order. However, 
during this process the organizing energy of those left-wing 
internationals was lost; ironically, it was those same un
ions, racially innovative as they were, that had done the 
most to begin chipping away at the intricate hierarchical 
structure of Southern economic and social relations. There 
was, of course, a countervailing irony; the left-led unions, du
tifully tracking Soviet foreign policy without consulting the 
local membership, were caught in their own hierarchical 
assumptions. 

If anything, the ideological struggle in the CIO eventu
ally encouraged each faction to turn inward, to become 
more secular and—a by-product—more righteous about its 
own past policies. Worse, ideology provided an institu
tional way not to hear criticism. The TWUA habitually 
turned away criticism of its own ponderous approach by 
viewing such criticism as reflecting merely the "biased" or 
"doctrinaire" opinion of "radicals." Transparently, left-led 
unions did regard the Baldanzis of the TWUA with con
tempt. But awkwardly for the TWUA's self-image, so did 
Southern-born liberals such as Jim Pierce of the CWA, who 
regarded the union as structurally and operationally 
"weak." Said Pierce: 

The Textile Workers could never decide to do any
thing, or how to do it, and still can't. Back and forth, 
back and forth. They get militant for a few days; then 
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somebody hits them and they slump back down. That 
has its effect on people. Union representatives can 
only be really good if they've got good strong unions 
to back them up. And they didn't have it in textiles.15 

There is an irony here that seldom is a feature of internal 
debates within the world of trade unionism. The steel and 
autoworkers who came South to convey the Northern 
model of organizing to Operation Dixie's Southern cadres, 
as well as Southerners like Pierce from mass-based indus
tries, possessed a view of organizational possibility that 
was simply not a part of the heritage of textile organizing. 
This sense of possibility was part of the strength of unions 
like the UAW, but it was derived from grandly successful ex
periences that had no real counterpart in the history of the 
TWUA. Veteran textile organizers had learned to roll with 
the punches; those who could not simply left. The style 
that eventually came to characterize the union reflected 
these dynamics. Such modes of procedure made men like 
Jim Pierce impatient and induced in radicals like John Rus
sell and Karl Korstad something approaching a state of con
trolled rage. 

But the old hands of the TWUA had learned, in bitter de
feats in New England as well as in the South, that mill own
ers were different from other "captains of industry." Less 
secure than most, they were, in the words of a black orga
nizer, "meaner" than most. Whether one like the style of 
the TWUA or not, that style was a product of experiences 
that had been internalized over two generations of disap
pointing organizing campaigns. 

What can be said about the TWUA and about the partici
pants in every other union in Operation Dixie is that they 
brought a certain kind of dignified hope for a better life 
into the corners of the South that no one else had ever vis
ited. Granted, this hope was not encased in a perfect institu
tional vehicle. Granted, the people in Operation Dixie did 
not always perform unerringly. Nevertheless, it is possible 
to agree with a summary judgment of Alabama's Frank Par
ker who said: "I lived through the whole thing. I was in 
the movement before it started. And I was in the move-
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ment after it was over. And I'm happy they came. I'm 
happy they helped. But it could have been better."16 

In the modern era of global markets and multinational cor
porations, the old militants in America's mass production in
dustries have been thrown on the defensive. Hard-won 
wage levels have been taken away, job security destroyed, 
and hopes for a new kind of "economic democracy" shat
tered. It has all been very sobering—rather like a textile orga
nizer's experience, one might say. 

Forty years after the fact, it seems clear that the high tide 
of American labor came in the 1935-1945 decade, when la
bor's long-held dream of a new day for industrial workers 
seemed to be in sight. Beyond matters of wages and work
ing conditions, the conceptions of society embedded in that 
dream were generous, egalitarian, and democratic. In the 
highly stratified corporate world of the 1980s, critical compo
nents of the dream, as well as the relationship of organized 
labor to the dream itself, have become quite problematic. 

Operation Dixie happened at the moment of labor's apo
gee when hopes were still lofty but when resources had 
begun to shrink and the corporate opposition had armed it
self for a massive counterattack. All the tensions implicit in 
such a pivotal historical turning point surfaced in Opera
tion Dixie. The legacy has been a bitter one, for within the 
ranks of the trade union movement, there were no win
ners, only losers. For American labor, Operation Dixie was, 
quite simply, a moment of high tragedy from which it has 
yet to fully recover. 
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