THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTH CAROLINA AT CHAFEL HILL

SOUTHRRN ORAL HISTORY FROGRAM

Carolina Piedmont Project

Interview
with
CARY JOSFFH ALL=N, JR.
April 3, 1980

Badin, North Carolina

HZy Apsemarie Hester

Transcribed by Jean Houston

Original transcrivt on depos=it at
The Southern Historical Collection
Louis Sound liilson Litrary

Interview number H-0001 in the Southern Oral History Program Collection (#4007) at The Southern Historical Collection,
The Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library, UNC-Chapel Hill.




ROSTMARIE HESTER: You had come down to work at EBadin, and the wages were
not satisfactory to you.

CARY J. ALLEN, JR.1 They were thirtv-six cents an hour, and we figured
that was pretty low. In 193% the Depression was gradually getting over
with, Very few cars in the parking lot; few people could afford cars then.
S we declded to investisate the possibility of a union and found that they
had an A F of L union in town. Iut it was very ineffectual; it didn't hawe
tut about seven members. So we declded we could do something about it.
That process started, and over the long haul we managed to bwild what we
have today, get pensions and our medical care and all the fringe tenafits
that we have today. Zut it was a long process, & 1ittle bit at a2 time,

Ty lhat d1d you find the AF of L union was 1ike in '3% when you first
investizated it?

ALLSN s Like I say, it only had seven members, and it was very ineffectual,
It didn't speak for the people in the plant. Then we had an invitation to
come to liew Hensinston, that they were going to go over the Steel lorkers
Organizing Committee of the CIO, which was the Committee for Industrial
Organization--they called it a Congress of Industrial Organization later--
under Fhilip MHurray. So we got up to Pltteburgh—New Kensington is just outside of
Fittsturgh, and met the head of the AF of L and gsited him if we
organized 8, . . . Did something with the AF of L in Zadin,
what would be the end result? He said, "lell, the machinists' mates will
have to zo to Salisbury," where they had railroad shops, see,rand the
electricians'll probably have to attend meetinge in Charlotte.," And we
told him that that would completely undo @ll we had done to unify the plant
s one bargaining force,
[Intemptima

ALLEN 1 Our local union picked three of us to see what New Kensington
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ALLEN 2

intended to do, so We orrowed Dean's car, three of us, and went and drove the thins
there, and 1t broke down in the middle of the night., Ve set there all night
in West Virginia with it pretty cold, I didn't now how cold; I knew I
froze. I knocked on & guy's door to ask for a drink of water. I went out
to get the dipper out of the bucket, and the bucket and all came up, because
there was ice all over the place. [Laughter But we finally got there ard
met with the head of the Aluminum Council, a fellow liowth Williams(?), and

he was nice to us., Told us not to zo over there; they were a ganz of
communists over there in FNew Hensington, to stay with the AF of L.

Put we were permitted to zo over to Hew Hensington with this provislion:

that we were fraternal delegates and had no rigzht to vote on anything
that they brought up over there, But they insisted that we vote risht on,
although we weren't authorized to. And wrote up & constitution, elected

a2 head of the Aluminum Uorkers of America, which was a5 international. They in-

tended later on to take in Canada, and they got the thing set up. OCne
thinz that I was primarily interested in in setting up an international

was the autonomy of the local unions. e didn't want to sutmerge all our
activities under the pastpictive head of the international. E-au@tarj
We wanted to keep 2= much local autonomy as possible, And that was my
objective all the way throuszh, wrltins the constitution, to zive every
local the rizht to run pretty much as it wanted to, and I think we did

a good Job on the constituticns Then we came back, and though the union
was small--at the time, we hadn't made much progress in signing up menbers--
we had to sell the ldea of switching over to the local union, and it wasn't
too much troubtle. Iecause they could see the advantages of being in one
barzaining unit; whereas when the union was divided up into activities,
then the company could play the machinists off azainst the elsciricians and

so on, and « So we agyeed to switch over
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to the CIC. And I read or knew the AF of L had impounded $29,000 of lew
Hensinzton's meney [laughtar-]. because they were pulling out. 4&nd on the
floor over there at New Kensington, they called it. « « » This guy that

met us up there, Williams, the head of the Aluminum Council, they were kind
of, you know what you could think of i-'lmJghter « #nd =0 we came down. e

also had to handle grievance cases in Fittsturch. Ve came down from a

grievance case, and he bought a newspaper. 4And it was on the front page
of the newspaper all they'd c2lled him over there, and we'd had a2 part in
1t, [Laushter | He started to unroll it, and we talked to him right fast,
ard he'd roll it back up and he'd unroll it azain, lie got awdy before he

read what everytody over there had c3lled him., ©Dut while we were there

handling the grievance case, the president of iZlcoa in Tennessee was there,
g2nd he sald to the executive vice-president of Alceoa, "ihat are you going
to do about our demdnds in Alcoa at Maryville?' And he sz2id, "You've had
my last word," He said, “lWell, I have to go home 2nd call & strile." 4nd
he said, "Well, wou've had my last word on it." We 2ll had met there
tozether once. 830 after we came down, I =aid, "Don't go home and call &
strilke. Come on and join in with New Kensinston amd Zzdin, ard you won't
have to call a strike, in 211 proability.” "llo, I'm going home and call a
strike,"” which he did. So we went over to visit him.
RH1 Who called the strike?

ALLENs Their bvig plant president out at ilaryville, Tennessee. They have
a huge plant out there, They had a big AF of L local out there. So we

walked arourd; they had pickets on the gates., The president of the local

told one of the piclets to eall off his pickets, that the plant managsy had
promized not to run in any strike-treakers, e said, "Is that an order?

He sajid, "Yes, it's an order." He sa2id, "All »ight, I'l]l otey the order,

but I don't think much of it. I think they will try to run in strike-breakers,"
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Which it tried %o do. They brought a gang of guys in from Chicago or somewhere
in a truck, and fifteen people were killed in the outcome. I asked the guy
later how it came out. FHe said, well, after,the AF of L arbitrarily told
them to go back to work the test way they could, and left the union on a 1limb
ard ruined the strike, I asked what happened to the guysthey'd imported
in there to do the strilke-brealking. He said, "Well, one of them was
dwindled off here in a2 roadhouse trawl, &nd something happened to the other
one over yonder in a@nother roadhouse brawl, &nd he finally got gone, I don't
Imow what happened to him." [La‘lghtEI] % after the AF of 1 told them to
get back to work the best they could,; then they came into the CIC along with
us, and then we tegan to have some tarszainineg power.

RH: Fecause you had more CIO plants in Alcoa.

ALLENy Well, that, and too, more individuals. It was a house-to-house
campalen, and I'd go in & house and say, "I want you to join the union.®
They'd say, "lio, if I join the union, I hawe three or four Iids here, ard
the company'll fire me, &nd how'll I feed them? I said, "If we get enough
into the local that it'll be safe for you to join, you feel safe, will you
join then? "Yes.," After a union helﬁ__ up, they'd Jjoin, 3adin was
a very paternalistie-run company back thén. ﬁey'cﬂ have one light bulb
down from the eeiling. Your lisght Bill was low, and your water bill was
very low. The houses were unfinished inside, The two-by-fours were &11
showing 211 around the wall, You'd hanz your plctures risht between the
two-by-fours., They had no screens in the houses, Had no bathtubs.

led ro comode there, Laughter| You'd sit down on the seat, and
14 had a spring on 1t that'd pitch you out on the back porch. |Laughter
It was a rather primitive sortof way to live after coming off a nice ship,

I think
where you had everything you wanted.’ probably most of the people that 1ived
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ALLEN 5

and worked here were used to it and didn't notice it like we did. BSo we
decided to do what we could about it, and it was a long, slow process. =Hat
I'11 say this for Alcoair during the two strikes and all the other time, there
wasg never any physical violence whatsocever., Ile both recognized it for what it
was, It was an sconomic batile, not 4 personal katile, Tecause we Tnew that
when the strike was over, we'd go back to work and want to go back to work

as friends with the foremen and the people around, and we didn't want any
troutle,; and the company certainly didn't give us any.

Ri: You say it's an economic battle, but how did this paternalistic
systen fit into the situation?

ALLENy I might include a 1little sidelight: don't let me wander too far
off the track, For instance, on the grievance case we went up there,
discussing that with the executive vice-president, A4nd I happened to mention
that we couldn't get anywhere with the plant manager, !r. Copp. 4nd lr.
liilson zrew hot about his face and said, "I'll have you to understand
he's one of the finest southern gentlemen that I've ever seen," And I
said, "Yes, his answer is very nice, tut the answer is always no."

Ri: What had you bzen asking him for?

ALLEN: A modification of bypassing the water. It would pull people out
of the repair gang to go up on ths dam when they had flood wateyr and bypass
the water, That was shift work, Owr work was daylisht work, ssven till
three-thirty. And our contentlon was that bypassing the water was shift
work and really btelonged under the operdtinz force of the powerhouse, rather
than to break up our repé8ir ganz and put us on all the different dams to
bypass the water, It was finally resolved with the company placing & man
up there to watch and to bypass the water. Put it shift work, and mot things
settled on that basis, after a good while.(?) 4And then, of course, much

later on, they decided to do away with him, and now they're right back where
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they were tefore. lie settled the grievance on the basis of the man stayed on
the dam, and it came under the shift worker. They did away with that man,
and now they're right back with a river zang, with the repair force bypassing
watey again, I think possitly that could have bteen won before they
arbtitrated, and kept the way it was, which was settlement of a grievance,
Eut that isn't the way it worked out,

RHt \lhat about S.4. Copp's influence in the town?

ALLENs: Oh, he knew everybody in town., You'd go downtown, "Good morning,
Cary, how are you this morning?' Like I =ay, it was purely 2 paternalistic

syetem.

R Did that make people fearful of joining the union, or did that
encourage them to want to join & union?

ALLEN¢ You see, 2 short time before then President Roosevelt had glven
the rishts of the workers to organize, but still they were fearful of
Joining, afraid they'd lose their jobs. And once they reglized that they
did hawve federal protection . . .

[Intempﬂmﬂ

ALLENy Like I =aid, a@bout all the pecple that are concerned with the
early days are gone now; they're dead, 7You'll just hawve to take my own case
about it, becauge there &ren't any ways to know things like that.

FH: How about the question about 9,4, Copp? Did his paternalist influence
that he had in the town encourage people to want to join the union?

ALLEN: No, on the contrary,

RH: They ware fearful?

ALLEN1 They were bitterly aszainst unions.

RH1 How did you finally convince them?

ALLEN: I don't know whether we ever convinced him or not. We just formed
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a union, ard then the government came down and took & vote. They went to
the various places, to High Fock and all, and took the vote, and we won

the vote and then sat down and negotiated a contract with the company.

HH: How did you win the wote?

ALLENt They had a secret ballot, and the guys would go in and vote for
the union or azainst the union. The union won by eleven votes out of over
fifty working plants, so you see it was & very close election,

RH: This was in 1937.

#LLEN; I don't really know., I think so.

BH: But why did they vote for the unien if, as you said, they were
bitterly against 1t?

ALLEN: No, the individuals who worked for the company were not bitterly
dagainst 8 union., They simply feared joining & union because they thought
they might lose their job if they did. So they had to be persuaded.

Ri: What zrguments did you use to persuade them?

ALLZ=N: Better working conditions, for one thing., 4 higher wage, possibly,
if 1t could be negotiated, was another, lle could institute 2 clean-up
modification campaiegn in the houses that I had previously deserited to you. .
The 1dea that was spreading over the country with the slt-down strikes in
the automobile industry and the upswing of unionism in Fig Steel. They were
all persuading-type factors, Athough I say that most of the early
members of the union were single people; they didn't have a family, They had

nothing to fear, [f they lost their job, they could zo down the road and
get on another one, so they were willing to join,

HHt 3o the news of what was happening in the rest of the country was
a factor in reducing people's fear about 2 union here?

ALLEN; Yes,
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ALLEN 8

RHy Did you know O, B. Lackey?
ALL®N Yes, He was a wonderful person, Only his family 1ife was not so gosd,
His wife's health was bad, eventually
and went through a divorce ard married again, He was in town here for the
dedication of the union hall , the first time I'd seen him in years and years,
Apparently he was very happy with his new marriage, He was about seventy-four or 'five,

RH; He was the first president of the AF of L union that you mentioned
before?

ALLEN Yes,

RHi1 Do you know anything about how he first decided that he wanted to
start a union here?

AIREN: Yo, I don't. He had done the best he could do with what he had

to work with, and how he got connected with the union I don't know. iis

daughter wés the orgénist down &t the church, and beciuse he left her mother,
I don't know whether she ever forgave him or not. Zut for sure
she should have, bec2use he was a wonderful person.

Rt Do you know where he came from?

ALLEYW: Before he came here, he worked in oil fields, I believe in
Oklahoma, &nd he s&id he &nd hls wife were laying there asleep one night
and said the wind got up and took the roof off, and it started raining,
Said there wasn't any use to try and do anything, so they Just lald thers
in the rain +ill the next morning to see what happened, [Laughtea

Ris Do you know how old he was during the sit-ins in '36 when you first
knew him?

ALLEN: Yo, I don't, 1'd say he was thirty-five or forty years old,
probatly, Might not jive with what I said about his teing seventy-four

when he came up here, but he was somewhere around thers,
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RHi: Do you know the names of the other people who were in that first
AF of L union?

ALLEYN 1 Ped FPickman, You can visit him and talk with him. He'll give
you a8 more objective view of the whole thing than I could, beciuse he was
simply @ member and not concerned with the overell long-term objectives
that Dean Culver and some of the rest of us had for the union,

RHi ‘hat were the long-term objectives that you and Dean Culver had?

ALLEN: To have & strong enough union bullt up to have some bargaining
pover ard to better the conditions arocund town, Also, we've
rever had any trouble with the colored race, because when they attended the
hall I made it a special point to say that"In the matter under discussion,
somebody back there must have a different view, and this is 2 brotherhood,
and get up on the floor and express your views." You see, they were very
reluctant to speak on the issues, so we'd ask them to exercise thelr freedonm
of the floor to speak anytime they wanted to, So gradually they'd get up
and point out the things in the plant that had to do with the article
under discussion, 0GCot them to talking then after a while, but it was &
trotherhood of blacks and whites so we settled our potential racial problems
way back in the very bteginning with the trotherhood in the union hall, and
we never had one bit of troutle here. This anti-segregation was not
necessary in Badlin, because we had desegregated long tefore,

HH: Was that a drawback to some of the jeorle who were considering
joining the unlon? Did they feel that perhaps they didn't want to enter
into this brotherhood? Was that ever a factor for people?

ALLEN: No, I don't think so at al1l, because the whites and the blacks got
along perfeectly all right on the job. See, they worked together.

They were good friends,
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RH3 But in the early days the btlacks were in just the non-skilled jobs,
and then whites were foremen and they were in the more skilled jobs, machinists
and whatnot., And so that had to chanze over time, because in the bteginning
it wasn't set up so that the jobs were open to both races,

ALLEN: T™hat's right, and we knew that 1t would be a long-term proposition;
it wouldn't bte a sudden thing. They would have to bs trained., They would
have to hire people with college skills and if they were mechanics, machinist
siidlls and all that. It was a lonz, drawn-out process,

[Interruptinn]

RiH3 We were talking atout the worlking out of the problem of blacks being
in certain jobs and whites being in other jobs,

ALLEN: They wers restricted as to their 1ine of advancement, Yes, it was
baclk then. There were certaln jobs for whites and certain jobs for blacks.

It was the old South, and ths old South had to te broken down, traditions
changed, @nd & new line of progression dreéwn up that would include Dlacks,
such as gualifications the jobh. All that came much later, There wasn't
any real reluctance on the part of the company to adopt the new lines of
progression or the union, for that matter, but it had been & well-established
way of 1ife, and the divisions and all that sort of stuff had to be changed
gradually. You couldn't be too abrupt; you'd rock the boat. So it had to bte done
a 1ittle bit, one here and one there and one over yonder, and then one
later. Then much, much later on the company and the union sat down
together and gave each job & classification. For instance, if the heat was
excessive, that would hawe counted so many points. If you had to climb to a
height that was dansercus, that would hawve counted =o mény points. If you
it

had a 1ot of smolie and frmea,f counted so many points, And then they were

&l]1 evaluated., Then the job itself was given & classification ard a pay scale.
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% if a guy was going to get & new job or work for & new job, he knew what

the job would pay and what the duties of the job were. They were laid out

in the bool, a&nd you didén't have to figure thet out and get that all together,
HH: I zuess that's & lot of what Carlee Drye's adminlstration was about.
ALLEN: Yes, he worked on that Jjobt classification project for quite a few

years.

BECIN TAFE I SIDE IX

AIITNy Carlee Dpye quit being president to take & job with the International,
and I was vice-president and took over.
RH: that do you remember about your administration?
ALLEN1 Nothing in particular, It was fairly smooth ., Although while
Carlee Drye was still vpresident, he went to nesotlations and told me that
there would in 211 probability te & strilke, @8nd he would call me up and tell
me when to get the guys out of the plant. So he left me, in effect, in charge
down here while he was up there. 5o, not knowing whether there was going to
be a strike or not, I made an agreement with the plant personnel
manager that the people could go on in their work, but if we heard they had
gone on strike, ke would pull the men out. Uhich they did. FKept their word,
I got =ome criticism for going along, but it didn't hurt anything. It didn't
hurt the relations between the union and the company to wait for nine hours(?) ., I gidm
have a thought 2e far &= that was concerned. BSo we heard, right after the
eleven o'clock shift had went on to work, that they had gone on a2 strike,
So the plant managey and his aseistant went in and called the people back out
ind the plant manager's dead and gone y also his assistant,
4 horse fell on him, 8nd he died fron complications, so they're neither
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one around, Like I say, you'll have to take my word for it, because
there'as nobody left to worry about it.

Ry After the union was established, the company pulled away from its
more paternalist practices.

ALLEN: Not for a long, long time. it could. Now there
pama 4 time whan the company was trying to decide--at least they told us--
whether Badin was paying off enough to contlnue to keep running here, or
whether they would close Badln down and move to somewhere else. And they
were making up their mind whether to modify, improve, and enlargs the plant,
or to close it down. Then, during that peried of time, the company had a
rather unilateral approach to the situation: either you do this, or elsse,
S0 they made a lot of changes before they built the new plant here,
reorganized,

RHt How long did 1t take for the company to move away from the
paternalist aystem?

ALLEN: The last move they made was thlis water business around here,
They first turned over the electrical end to Duke FPower Company and got out
of the electric utilities. Then they discontinued picking up trash, which
they had done before, Then they had a town band; they did away with that,
Then they tore down the theater building,., HRuilt a post office where it was,
It was a beautiful building, They discarded all the things not immediately
connected to the operation of the plants, The latest one was the Creater
Badin program they put on when they got untied from furnishing water to the
town. They must have water for the plant. And they turned this over to
the Greater Eadin outfit, and my water bill went up $4.50 for three
months. & tremendous amount they pay for the store down here;

their water bill run about 700 2 month. And they're still getting all kind
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of kick-back and criticism atout why they done 1t.(?)

R1 Dut in terms of 8.A. Copp and his getting out and knowing everybody
in town and the kind of administration he had and the way he would really
play a part in the personal, daily lives of people in the town, when did that
kind of intrusion of the plant into people's personal lives and thelr home
lives =tart to chanze?

ALTENy It was an accepted thing, and nobody had any kick about it, as
far as I know, It was the way it had always been around, and it was the
way it continued to be around untll these gradual modifications could be made,
and the transition carried out to the present day,in faet,low we have none
of that, and all the neceseities of 1ife have been transferred from the
company to the irdividual.

BH: hat was J, B, Holmes like?

ALLE]: T only met him one fime, under very 2dverse circumstances, I
was the grievance committeeman for the powsrhouse gang--or the river gangi

It was the maintenance crew for the powerhouse--and I had to
take a grievance to the committee, And they asked for the plant manager
to be there. Normally it would hawve been handled by the immediate foreman,
by our superintendent, lell, they asked ;1!; plant manager to be there,
ifter meeing the presentation of a grievance, had 2 very difficult job that
had to be done, so We might as well gat on with it. The difficulty being
that a man would be told by hiz immediate foreman how to do something in
the powerhouse, and it had to be dons vight., Those are huse machines down
there. If you zet & chance, o down and lool at then.

Ay I've =esen them,

ALLEN: One of the rotors welghs 150 tons. And pulling those things out
or tearins the generstor apart, you had to be so very protectsd, because

if it could swing over it'd talks the whole wall of the powsrhouse out., So we'd
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keep on each rotor, because if you didn't stop it in time, it would swing
and goy 1t was abtout sixty feet down, so it would go along and
ktnock the side of the powerhouse out. anyway, we'd get our instructlons
from the immediate foreman, Get about halfway through a job, the next suy in
line'd ocome Along and say, "What are you doing? That's no way to do 1t.
The way to do it i= this way." Then alongz come a guy that topped him a
little bit and say, "What are you doing?* In all probability, he'd go back
to the first way you were told to do it. 4And my Jjob when I took the grievance
Was to point out the fact they should have one man to do the telling. And
that if ypu're having somebody to t2l1l you to do it and another suy can
come dlonz and tell you to do it a different way, it's detrimental to a
guy's sense of craftsmanship and that something should be worked out. 012 Mw,
Holmes never said 2 word. T don't know of any big disagreements wWe had
with him. FHe was a very quiet sort of fellow according to my own Ilmmediate
persong]l contact with him. You're golng to have to edit the hell out of
this,
RH: rMthterJ
ALLTNy His personal 1life was not so good. I think his wife wound up in
an asylum, &nd I'm not so sure of that., 3ut anyway, he

didn't get married a second time, lhen he retired, he went downhill

What you're doing is an in-depth an2lysis of the growth of the town,

RfH: Yes, that's right, and I'm trying to figure out how the union
fita into the =tory.

ALLTH: A muy came down here from Pittsburgh, lle had no screens on the
houses, and flies walked around ¢ver his face when he was trying to sleep

late in the morninz. He got mad about that, and he went back up, and they
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had 2 union paper out at that time--the CIO News, I btelieve it was called--
he went back up there and headlined the next paper that came out up there
"Put Badin Back in the United States,"” |Lawghter] He mentioned the flies
and no screens, S0 then the company gave us the orivilege, if you wanted
screens in the houses, it'd cost you so much more in your rent & month,
See, the rent was very, very low; I don't know what it was, If you wanted
& bathtub in the house, that'd be a little more rent,

R: % this image of Alcoa building & town that was very, very
sanitary, that had all the modern conveniences, was really not true at the
time? There were certain things about the living conditions here that were
unsatisfactory?

ALLENs They weren't satisfactory, no. Not satisfactory at all, o,
the company. « « « It was so very hot over there in the pot rooms, They
kept the doors down on the theory that if they could keep the heat in the
pots, it would make more aluminum., The gasses that were given off in the pot--
fluorine gasses and the various other gasses--would blister the guys' faces,
and they'd have to put salve on thelr faces, A4Also, they would taks heat
cramps, and they'd have a gang of them laying out beside the first aid
building down there with their muscles lmotted up with heat cramps. And it
needed a lot of changes. Of course, that's the way they'd always run
everythling, and sometody had to zet busy and try to make thines
a 1little bit better for the people that come after, e had reached a
stalemate, e had got all in the local union we could get. So one night
we had 2 normal meeting down at the union hall, Somebody made a motion to
go down to the gates and see if we couldn't sign up the crew that was going
in. Ue went down to thes gates. Amd 1t was the best thing for the union

that ever happened a4 the worst thing for the company. DPecause the company
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sald we were trespassing on the company's property. Ve weren't on the
company property So they
had thelr own police force or guard duty, which ls one and the same thins,
So they proceeded to load us all up in cars and carry us off and put us in
jail. And after we got out of jail, the zuys that had been reluctant to
slgn up said, "Well, they can't treat you folks like that, GCive me a card,
I want to sign up with the union.," 8o that was the declding factor, reslly,
on how the union started.
Something had to be done; we hal reached all we could do, and we just decided
to take that ons blz chanes, get locked up. A blg =nough disturlbance
that they would o ahead and see i1f they can 8ccomplish thét.
The government sent down & referee in the courts. The North Caroline Judge
said, "I believe the referee peinted out that the automoblle workers have
been permitted to orzanize 2 union in the company propertyy and it was in our
rights,” The judgze said, "lell, I'm going by North Carolina law, Three
people come up to the mob up there, asked them to disperse, and they
wouldn't disperse,"” 5o we had a class trial, and one
him just 1ike &11 the rest of us, I think; tecause
pos=sibility in the world "
Iut eut of it all came, 1ike I =say, 4 unification. Tt had a2 blz effect

on the organizing,

RH: Then the union served in such a way &g to keep the company on its
it is that
toes, to provide the people here in Sadin with what/ they needed and wanted,
and that, in turn, had an effect of keeping people satisfied about working

at Alcoa?
ALLEN3 Ve didn't press on thess home improvements too much. We were all in it,
+i11 the company simply closed the door on uz. I mean, "You can have these

things,provided yo o up on the rent to take vawe of tha cost,"
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RH: I don't mean just about the homes, tut I mean also about working

conditions and wages=s,

ALLRN s The working conditions were changed over 2 period of time
involvinz grievance cases, winninz some of them, losing some.
In fact, the plant personnel manager told me one time, "Vhy can't we settle
our troubles in the loczl plant instead of carrying them to Pittsbursh

ffram belng

to an arbitration board up there, amd keep 211 this dirty laundry out in public?"
And I =meid, "Well, 1in that last grievance c2ze we had and won. . . " He

said, "Yes, I think that we should have won that grievance case,” I said,

"8o there ia your answer why we have to take the dirty linen out, because

you're still convinced that you should have won it, and we were convinced
that we should have won it, &nd we did, and 131:,5]11:&1'-] you still aren't
convinced that you have lost justly, so what alternative do we have except
carry it to the board up there?" I think it was nineteen-"::nsamthmg 1like
that, but they took it befors thes arbitrator, and ths arbltrator's decision

wag final, If the arbltration beard could not reach a consensus of opinion,

then it would go to the arbitrator, and his word was binding on the union
and the company, \hatever he sald, we had to do. Of course, most of the
time it would be settled before 1t mot to the arbitrator, by the board,

However, it would get out of the hards of the local here, Marzaining with

the local,

RH: When the organizing was golng on, did you have organizers from out
of town come in and help you, or was it mostly an internal effort?

ALLEN: I'm trylnz to remember if we had any.

RH: Carlee mentioned one man named Nick Fanovich.

ALLEN: Nick Zanorich was elected president of the Aluminum llorkers

International while we were up there at New Hensington. «nd Nick came down
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a few times, but he didn't take any active part in going around town, 2= far as
I know, trying to et the union going. Tick died here just a very
short time ago of cancer., Later on he was in charge of the Southern Orsenizing
Committee for the combined AF of L-CIO,

RH: What years were they?

ALIEN: I den't know, Vhenever they joined the Steel Vorkers, Hick took
& job wilth the combined bodles &5 &n organizer , &rd he ran into
some pretty rough customers and got beat up once or twice.
He was & very outward-going person and the type of person to make & good
organlzer, because he was not afraild about calling & strike.
lie kept in contact over the years, writing letters back and forth.

RH: Do you have any theories about f.:g'.?et the union dié play in the
development of this town?

ALY Yes, it played & very primary role, In fact,
it furnished the impulse for all the improvements that hawve occurred in
Zadin. UNow I can prove that to you very definitely. Ve would gzet
nimeographed coples, and we'd often go over to the textile industry and
gtand at the gzates to give them out. And they'd tell us, "lWhy don't you
go back to Badin and leave us alone? le're doing all right here." 4and
they are still operating under the same paternalistic system that Badin
was under whenever 1 came to town, You ¢&n go over and see what their
wages ara and talk to those people over there and see what we had to contend
with from the very begpinning., It seemed to be an insurmountable odds
against us when we first started, because Alcoa had all the millions of
dollars., Andrew Mellon, and he was the Secretary of the Treasury, and all

that Tind of stuff. 4 gang of suys with a small amcunt of education to

combat their company corporation lawyers and all that kind of stuff whenever
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we had grievances &nd things to settle, OCan't you understand what a job
we were taking on? If you don't, I did.
RH: How do you explain the success that you had here as opposed to the
situvatlon In the textlile mlllsT
ALL®N: I don't know., I started to say that educational-wise and
intellectual-wise that we were a little bit ahead of them, tut I wouldn't
say that, I don't know., You take J. P. Stevens. They'wve won elections,
but J. P. Stevens absolutely refused to sit down and asree to a contract,
ind they still are. And they say the new president
s2id he's going to continue the aame way they used to, so you can fizure it
out for yourself.
RH: So you think some of it had to do with the company that you were
de=aling with.
ALLENs Oh, it had all to do with it. And then you had the long tradition
of, the cotton mills have always had a low pay scale., Aard
slnce the major industry of North Carvlina ls textiles, I count the fact
that Forth CGarolina, I think, is about the forty-seventh in per caplta
income, dv2gging down the low pay and the textile industry
probably has more to do with it than anything else. Of course, the
South now is opening up to new industries, and that will eventually, I hope,
lead to better pay and better working conditions in the textile industry,
But we were told flatly to go baclk where we came from. lie tried to tell them
the advantages of having a pension plan for the 517 folks when they retive, I was
at the Fish Camp one night, and an old fellow =aid, "liell, I made my last
one today., I ~ot laid off." Jnd I had no business metting into the discussion.

Said, "Of course, you don't mind that., You'll get a nice pension, and insurance

Will take care of you if you get sick." "Well, I don't get any of that stuff."
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I =aid, "Faybe you people had hatter not thrown your little pamphlets we
came over ard wave out.," Thelr compény had promiszed them better wages and
all that kind of stuff, better working conditions, "fp far as I know,

g1l you got out of it, they sanded the floors in the mill." &nd ny wife

was saylng, "Sit down, sit down," 4nd all the other folks around were
moatly mill hands that came up there, because it was run by two people

that had worked in the mill or still worled in the mill, the Fiah Camp,

She was telling me to "Sit down, sit down," because there were more and more
people entering the arsument., rLatghter_'. ind T said, "Ko, I stood over at
the gate and zawve out pamphlets how they could improve their conditions,

and I waa treated the way 1 was, low legve me alone and let me get through
tallking, and I1'11 =it back down." They still get a chance, 8md they still
haven't,

RiH: Put the pesple who you're saying were telling you just to zo away
and weren't interested, they were the working people who you were taliing
to in the textile mills,

ALLEN: Ch, I don't know, I can't vemember, 9ald,"If you don't like working
conditions here, you cin always go down the road and find something better
sonewhere else," Don't you see? 4&nd my &nswer to that was, that"If somebody
doesn't stay here and somebody doesn't stralghten 1t out, it'll never get
straightensd out, S0 we'll do what we can, e may not succeed, but at

leazt we'll try."

RH: From what I understand, the International Aluminum lWorkers of
America union had & reputation as belns sort of & compiny union, as cpposed
10 4 4o

ALL®N: No, I don't think so, I don't know what 1t became, As I sald

before, I had six years in the Havy, Ilhenever the lar broke out, the morning

Interview number H-0001 in the Southern Oral History Program Collection (#4007) at The Southern Historical Collection,
The Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library, UNC-Chapel Hill.




ALLEN 21

a neighbor told me that they had bombed Fearl Harbor, I went over to Char-
lotte and tried to eign up. They wouldn't take me on account of my eyes.
Ard then I paid my way down to Raleigh, ani they told me the same thing.

I come tack and got my eyes examined. Said I had astigmatism; the only

thing I could do was weadr glasses. So .

TEa of interview|
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