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WWII and the Remaking of
the St. Louis Economy and the
St. Louis Working Class

The Small Arms plant on Goodfellow in many ways represents the remak-
ing of the St. Louis economy in that after World War II, St. Louis became a major
defense contractor area. As a new working class drawn from southern states
and rural areas joined second- and third-generation ethnic groups in the plant,
work issues that remain relevant to the present were brought to the forefront at
Small Arms.

During World War II, St. Louis became a leading center for war produc-
tion. The largest plant here was Small Arms, run by U.S. Cartridge, which manu-
factured ammunition. Eventually almost 35,000 workers were employed there
and it became the largest small-arms plant in the United States. Wartime oppor-
tunities attracted a rush of workers and resulted in overcrowded living condi-
tions. At the time, there was not enough housing for these workers, who had to
make do with living out of their cars and even worse conditions. Sixty percent of
those employed were women, who faced lower wages for doing the same work
as the men employed at the plant.

The drive by the company to attract labor outside of the area while black
workers were still looking for work catalyzed the local formation of the March
on Washington Movement. The MOWM was founded at the national level by A.
Philip Randolph of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, to demand that the
government force companies to hire black workers during the war. Randolph
had threatened a march on Washington, D.C., but withdrew the threat when
President Roosevelt issued an executive order outlawing discriminatory prac-
tices. However, the order did not bring changes to Small Arms. By June 1942,
about 20,000 workers had been hired at Small Arms — and only 600 African-
Americans, mostly porters and laborers — while the company continued to ad-
vertise for white workers.

This discrimination launched the beginning of a local MOWM chapter.

T.D. McNeal, international field organizer for the BSCP, had begun organizing a
local chapter in May 1942. When in June 1942, Small Arms fired 200 black por-
ters, the MOWM launched a drive against the small-arms plant. The 200 dis-
charged porters joined the MOWM. Together with an array of other working
class African-Americans and some white supporters, they staged a four-mile
march to the plant to protest the discriminatory practices. They called for the
company to cease importing “outside labor” until the available local supply was
exhausted; for equal opportunity for blacks to take in-plant training and up-
grading; the discontinuance of segregated restroom facilities; and the hiring of
black women as well as men. The protest succeeded in forcing the company to
hire black workers for production, but Small Arms set up a segregated facility
for them. The MOWM continued to fight on these issues throughout the war,
building their ranks with black workers and fighting similar discrimination by
other companies.

The United Electrical Workers (the same union that had organized
Emerson Electric) launched a union campaign at Small Arms that used African-
American and women organizers. It expressed commitment to aiding the drive
to integrate the Small Arms workforce. U.S. Cartridge’s top personnel were gath-
ered from large anti-union corporations, and its management tried to use racial
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divisions in order to stave off unionization of its facility. But in May 1943, the
union won a representation election. Local 825 represented in many ways the
best hopes of the CIO for the inclusion of blacks and women in its ranks. Its
officers were committed to racial and gender equality. It fought for the integra-
tion of blacks on an equal basis and, with the continued pressure of the MOWM,
began to succeed in this effort. It eliminated separate washroom facilities over
the protests of some white workers. It fought not only for equal pay for equal
work for women, but also for what we would now call “comparable worth” —
bringing the pay for “women’s jobs” (jobs held only by women, and therefore
paid less) up to the “men’s rate.” The contract also provided that women could
train for any job in the plant. The union also was instrumental in the establish-
ment of day nurseries for children of war workers.

Just as this progress was being made, waves of plant layoffs brought a
racial and gender backlash. In December 1944, the local was “split wide open
over the issue” of fully integrating black workers. When the executive board of
the local refused to force the company to carry out a straight seniority provision
(instead of separate seniority by department, race and gender) that had been
approved hy the membership, t%e progressive leadership of the local resigned
ifn protest. Thereafler the local descended into factionalism and became inef-
ective.

By the end of the war in late 1945, Small Arms began to shut down. But the
issues raised there would continue to plague St. Louis.

Photo courtesy Mercantile Library
Women workers on the bullet production line, Small Arms, 1943.
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1408 North Kingshighway

Negro Labor Council’s
Campaign to Open Jobs at
Sears Roebuck

I bv Rosemarv Feurer & Marilvn Slauahter

Many St. Louisans have heard of the Congress of Racial Equality demon-
strations at Jefferson Bank in 1963, which opened up long-denied jobs to Afri-
can Americans. Behind that campaign is a tradition of activism dating from the
activities of the March-on-Washington Movement to end discrimination in the
armed forces and defense industry during World War II. While the MOWM had
disbanded after 1948, other working-class African-Americans and their allies
continued to pursue the goal of economic and civil equality and to address the
connections between the two. Ten years before CORE’s Jefferson Bank protest,
members of the St. Louis chapter olythe National Negro Labor Council began an

Photo courtesy of W.E. ‘Red’ Davis
“Red” Davis (left) with sign that reads: “Negro Youth Die in Korea But Face Job
Discrimination at Sears.”

— 35 —


td0raf1
Text Box
   by Rosemary Feurer & Marilyn Slaughter


Photo courtesy of W.E. ‘Red’ Dav
Hershel Walker leads a protest march against Sears.

intensive campaign to end the Jim Crow hiring policy of the Sears Roebuck
store on North Kingshighway. In the 1950s, when civil rights organizations such
as CORE had decided that any push for jobs for African-Americans would end in
defeat, a small number of St. Louis workers were picketing Sears Roehuck for
nine months, six nights a week, and they succeeded in their campaign to end
the company’s discriminatory hiring policy.

The St. Louis chapter of the National Negro Labor Council was organized
hy Hershel Walker and W. E. “Red” Davis. An African-American from a family of
sharecroppers, Hershel Walker had come to St. Louis from Arkansas in 1929.
Walker found little work hut hecame active in the unemployed movement. He
joined the Unemployed Councils then the Communist Party. In 1941 he went to
work at the Small Arms Plant, and in 1942 took a job at Wagner Electric in
Wellston, where he remained for the next 29 years. “Red” Davis was already a
seasoned labor activist by the time of the Sears Roebuck campaign. He grew up
in Memphis, Tenn., before leaving school in 10th grade to work on a riverboat.
He joined the National Maritime Union in 1939 and through this activity and his
own readings became deeply aware of the way that racism prevented the labor
movement from realizing the ideal of solidarity. He became deeply committed
to interracial solidarity. After World War II, Davis joined the Communist Party.
He moved to St. Louis in 1951, found a job at Emerson Electric and soon met
Hershel. They became close friends.

In 1951, Walker and Davis were delegates to the National Negro Labor
Council convention in Detroit. The NNLC’s mission was to fight racism in the
community and the workplace. The organization’s hase was among black and
white trade unionists, many of whom thought neither the AFL nor the CIO was
doing enough to bring about interracial solidarity among working-class people.
The national organization targeted Sears Roebuck, the largest retailer in the
country, which at the time hired black workers only for janitorial positions. They
so?ght to force Sears to set a standard for ethical hiring practices for other stores
to follow.
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When Davis and Hershel returned, they drew upon their experiences as
union organizers and activists to start a St. Louis chapter of the Negro Labor
Council. Joining the NNLC’s campaign to fight Sears Roebuck’s discriminatory
hiring policies. Targeting the Sears store at 1408 N. Kingshighway Blvd. because
it housed the Sears District Office as well as a store, the St. Louis chapter listed
its goals in the St. Louis Argus:

“1) To bring full economic opportunity for the Negro workers in the
factory, mine, mill and government.

‘2) To buy and rent homes everywhere unrestricted; to use public fa-
cilities, such as restaurants, hotels, schools and recreational facilities all over
the town and country.

“3) To unite all Negro workers with other suffering minorities and our
allies among the white workers, and base ourselves on rank and file control
regardless of age, sex, creed, political beliefs or union affiliations.

“4) To work unitedly with the trade unions to bring about greater co-
operation between all sections of the Negro People and the trade union move-
ment.

“5) To aid the trade unions in the great unfinished task of organizing
the South on the basis of fraternity, equality, and unity.”

In calling for full economic, social and political equality, the Negro Labor
Council made the connection between civil rights and economic rights.

The campaign called upon all “fair-minded citizens” to stop buying at Sears
until the store agreed to hire black sales and office workers. Picketers marched
outside the Sears store with signs that read, “Don’t Buy at Sears” and “Negro
Youth Die in Korea But Face Job Discrimination At Sears.” About 30 men and
women, both black and white, participated in the campaign. Walker played an
importantrole in drumming up support from the black community. Willie Head,
the mayor of Kinloch, was on the picket line. So were black ministers and stu-
dents from Sumner High School. Othersincluded Orville Leach, a white Emerson
Electric worker and John Papadamous, a graduate student at Washington Uni-
versity. Papadamous had been involved in the campaign to desegregate Wash-
ington University. They marched in front of the store, occasionally yelling through
the doors. “Red” Davis remembers, “People would be at the counters buying
stuff and we would yell in ... ‘end discrimination and hire blacks! ” Davis re-
calls that marchers thought they had some effect in persuading people not to
buy at Sears. “We knew thalt it was working because about every two months the
store management would call a meeting with us,” he notes.

The Sears customers were not the only ones taking note of the protesters.
The Federal Bureau of Investigation and local police also were interested. One
day Davis discovered a policeman photographing the protestors from a nearby
unmarked van: “You can always figure, whenever you see a van around the
picket line, that’s the cops, you know. They had a camera in there. And while
walking around the picket line, I pounded on top of the van. These guys come
running out, they thought a bomb had hit ’em! So I looked in the back window
and they had a camera on a tripod sitting in there, making pictures of everybody
on the picket line.” After this incident, there was no use in being secretive: “They
put the camera across the street, in the open. And they made pictures of every-
body who came on the picket line.” There were no major arrests or confronta-
tions, except for a single scuffle. Davis recalls: “It was one of Hershel’s sons,
about 9 or 10 years old. The cop’s name was ‘Big Foot.” He pushed Hershel’s son
for no reason. My wife jumped on the cop’s back, and Big Foot started to hit her
with his club. The other protesters ran over to see what was going on. ‘Big Foot’
got scared and walked away.”

The St. Louis Negro Labor Council sought the support of established civil
rights organizations. But the National Association for the Advancement of Col-
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ored People, the Urban League and CORE refused to participate in the cam-
paign. The Negro Labor Council especially sought to secure the involvement of
CORE, which was campaigning to force cafes and restaurants to open their doors
to black patrons and was considered the most militant of the organizations. But
CORE refused to join the Sears campaign because the Negro Labor Council was
on the U.S. attorney general’s “subversive” list, alleged to be dominated by the
Communist Party. (Government employees were subject to investigation and
firing if they belonged to any of the hundreds of organizations on the attorney
general’s list; the list was part of the repression of what is known as the McCarthy
Era.) Civil rights organizations often were labelled “communist-influenced,”
and many decided to avoid any association with Communists. While Davis sug-
gested Communists “had a great influence on the Sears protest because we were
experienced organizers,” most of the participants in the protests were not Com-
munists. CORE — which had about as many members in St. Louis as the NLC
and knew that employment issues were the key item on the civil rights agenda
— nevertheless concluded that an employment campaign by an organization of
their size could not accomplish anything.

But St. Louis and other NNLC chapters in cities such as Cleveland, New
Jersey, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Minneapolis, Indianapolis and Detroit, proved
that with good strategic planning and organizing, a campaign could be success-
ful in breaking down the Jim Crow hiring policy at Sears. Although they lacked
the support of mainstream civil rights organizations, Walker got the Black Min-
isterial Alliance involved. “Hershel would gather up support from anyone that
he could and we’d go into a meeting with the district superintendent at the
Sears store on North Kingshighway on the third floor and we would meet,” says
Davis. After nine months, Sears finally entered into serious negotiations. “We
had been talking to them all along but it was time for the serious stuff.” Walker
asked CORE and the other organizations to enter the negotiations. A letter signed
by black ministers seeking CORE’s support said “The store was about ready to
crack and CORE could go in at this time and finish the job.” CORE voted the
proposal down unanimously. Nevertheless, a group from the Negro Labor Council
campaign negotiated with Sears management and, shortly thereafter, the first
blacE women were hired at the store.

Photo courtesy of W.E. ‘Red’ Davis
A police photographer takes pictures of the Sears protestors.
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Teamster Plaza:

Harold J. Gibbons and

Teamsters Local 688

Progressive Unionism and St. Louis
1941-1973
. —by Lon Smith

Harold Gibbons and Local 688 created a unique brand of progressive and
community-based unionism that brought the local into the forefront of unions
in the St. Louis area by the 1960s. While many people associate the Teamsters
with a tough “bread-and-hutter” unionism tainted by corruption, Gibbons was a
maverick who challenged such labels and perceptions. He helped promote a
style of unionism that avowed that “any local, state, or national problem affect-
ing the social and civic well-being of our citizen-members is the concern of our
union.” Members of Local 688 were part of a movement dedicated to the rights
of free human beings within a society that often was indifferent, unfair and

£ ™ @
Photo courtesy the Festern Historical Manuscripts Collection, University of Missouri-St. Louis
“The Road to Security” seemed possible in the 1950s, and Harold Gibbons (top,
in plane) was determined that the union would provide it to workers.
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unjust.
Gibbons was born in 1910, in Archibald Patch, Penn., the youngest of a

family that included 23 children; his father was a dedicated member of the United
Mine Workers Union. Following his father’s death, the family moved to Chi-
cago. There, Gibbons hecame exposed to labor-education courses and eventu-
ally, during the depths of the Great Depression, became a labor-education in-
structor himself. He organized and became president of the American Federa-
tion of Teachers local. During the CIO drive, he was hired as an organizer. After
leading a number of successtul sit-down strikes, Gibbons soon was named the
CIO’s assistant regional director in Chicago. Two years later, in 1939, he was
named assistant midwest regional organizer for the CIO’s textile workers’ affili-
ate. Gibbons’ experiences in these jobs — along with his short-lived member-
ship in the Socialist Party and the influence of his wife Ann’s socialist perspec-
tive — convinced Gibbons that unions should be concerned with more than
only workplace issues.

Gibbons was assigned to St. Louis to head the CIO’s Retail, Wholesale and
Department Store Employees (RWDSEU) local unions. St. Louis then had more
than 3,000 warehouses, some with only a small number of workers in their em-
ploy. Two thousand of these workers had organized into the CIO but by 1941,
only 900 remained. Gibbons helped the small locals form a joint board to in-
crease their organizing strength. Under his guidance, RWDSEU affiliates grew
to more than 6,500 members in 1947. In 1949, the RWDSEU merged with Team-
sters Local 688 and soon became Missouri’s largest local union. Through con-
solidation and organizing drives, Gibbons created a power base for himself as a
community leader, but he remained committed to union democracy and involved
union members in the community.

s

Photo courtesy thern, Historical Manuscripts Collection, University of Missouri-St. Louis
Local 688 members on strike against Mavrakos Candy, 1952. By 1950, twenty
percent of Local 688°s members were women.
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_ Because of Gibbon’s social vision, thousands of Local 688 m -
joyed complete health care security for the first time in their lives. G?ﬁ%%%rss vsgs
an ardent advocate of national health insurance, but as hopes for such federal
legislation faded in the postwar era, Gibbons pushed forward with the Labor
Health Institute. The LHI, which provided full medical and dental services Lo
members and their families at Teamster Plaza, was financed totally by employer
contributions. The LHI stressed preventive medicine. It became a model for
other health maintenance organizations throughout North America.

Gibbons believed that trade unions had an obligation to represent the con-
cerns of workers where they lived. Gibbons involved Local 688 in a number of
community initiatives concerning housing and urban living conditions. The union
supported the creation of the Metropolitan Sewer District, the Bi-State Develop-
mental Agency (urban mass transit district), the Community College District of
St. Louis and St. Louis County, the Mill Creek Urban Renewal Program, the Tandy
Area Coun,cﬂ, Missouri’s Fair Eméaloyment Practices Law and the Public Ac-
commodation Law. In the early 1950s, Local 688 created a community stewards
program. Assigned to areas throughout St. Louis, Local 688 rank-and-file com-
munity activists “took up fellow citizens’ grievances about the slow removal of
fgille,r,l trees or garbage, the need for playgrounds, location of bus stops and the
like.” By the mid-1950s, the local had established community service cenlers
{Ego(ltlitgl};)]i‘l; tthe mtty.lOn(fj:1 of their ﬁr%t su]ccessful actions was the enforcement of

y -control ordinance in the slum secti ’
ihe clly's rat-conls ections, where many of the local’s

Local 688 sought to represent the community interests of its African-Ameri-
can members. Ernest Calloway, an African-American, led the local efforts in
this sphere and helped define Gibbons’ commitment to civil rights, social union-
ism and rank-and-file democracy. The son of a coal miner from eastern Ken-
tucky, Calloway had organized the Red Caps (porters) at Union Station in Chi-
cago. Gibbons hired Calloway as his administrative assistant in 1950. Calloway,
who gave up a Fulbright Scholarship to take the job with Local 688, set up the
local research department and pressed for maximum rank-and-file participa-
tion to change “dues payers into active union members.” Gibbons and Calloway
involved Local 688 in a drive to desegregate public facilities in downtown St.
Louis in the early 1950s. The local also embarked on a campaign to force the
desegregation of the city’s public school system in 1952 — a full two years be-
fore the U.S. Supreme Court’s landmark decision, Brown v. Board of Education
of Topeka. Gibbons and other members of the local participated in the 1963 civil
frllgﬁsblgarch Oilgg?slhnllgé%n énb% the Selma-to-Montgomery civil rights march

ma in .In , Glbbons was strategic to t i
the St. Louis public housing rent strike. gicto the successiul seuling of

ey

Phot.o courte‘sy the Western Historical Manuscripts Collection, University of ]mssouri’s. Louis
Tazicab drivers, members of Local 688, on strike, 1953.
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Conclusion

We hope the history related in this tour book has provided
historical perspective on problems and possibilities that
confront us today. It might be valuable to reflect on the journey
from the broad aspirations reflected in the struggles at Turner
Hall to the more narrow focus of the “progressive” unionism of
Harold Gibbons and Teamsters’ Plaza. Because of the unique
economic situation of the period in which Gibbons influenced
Local 688, the union was able to construct a generous welfare
system for thousands of St. Louis union members. But in the
process, he, like many other progressives in the movement,
abandoned the broader aspirations for demands for a national
health care system. Now, as these special benefits are being
challenged and the collective bargaining system that created
them is no longer very functional, perhaps it is time to refocus
our attention on creating a new labor movement rededicated to
articulating working class people’s class demands such as the
end to child labor and the shorter work week.

The history reflected in this book speaks to us even in the
midst of the development of a new “global” economy. Some
have suggested that focus on the community is insufficient to
meet the problems facing workers and unions. But the history
here suggests that solidarity is developed in face to face contact
at the local level before it can be imagined at a broader level. In
the 1930s, when workers sought a way to meet the power of
large national corporations, the means by which they
successfully did so was through building local networks of
solidarity. Though we can’t exaggerate the level of
inclusiveness achieved at the local level in the past—the pitfalls
of racial and gender exclusion were evident there as well—the
possibilities for building organizations reflective of all working
people and their concerns must be realized at the local level
before we can adequately address transnational corporations’
competitiveness agenda.
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