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STRIKERS’ COOP COMPETES

The following interview with three former Levi Workers,
Joe Nichols, Irene Whittenbarger, and Beulah Mull discusses
the struggles that these three and their fellow workers

have had

in Blue Ridge, Ga, over the last two years,

In August 1966 the Levi Strauss Blue Ridge plant was
struck for better wages and working conditions, The strike
was finally broken 56 weeks later, Rather thangiving up the
workers have now formed a co-op corporation called
Appalachian Enterprises, which has contracted with adress
manufacturing company. A plant has been established in Min-
eral Bluff, Ga, The people associated with the co-op have
also planned a cooperative grocery store, gas station, and
housing project as well as a day care center for worker’s
children and a health clinic for the county, which at present

has no hospital, (See the MOVEMENT, January,

1968),

The interview was conducted by Brian Heggen, and sent
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to the MOVEMENT for publication, A slightly differentver-
sion of the same interview has been distributed by Liber-

ation News Service,

Brian: Why Jdid Levi come into this area?
Irene: Well, 1 guess they figured they'd
find some cheap labor. There's plenty of
labor. They mide a labor suryey before
they came in here.

Brian: Who invited them here?

Beuldh: The businessmen, the lawyers and
merchants.

Brian: What type of conditions did Levi
set up; what type of conditions did you five
to work under?

Beulah: Sweatshop conditions.

HBrian: What's 4 sweatshop?

Beulah; Well, they set a high producrion
you had to meet., If you didn't meet the
hiigh production you were fired or
threiatened and threatened und a dollar,
the wage law, is all you can muke . ., .
B0 cents an hour for the training period.
Then y-.\u‘ worked three months and you got
i nickel raise then worked one more
month and got the wage law, and if you
ever got where you could make production
they'd bring the company repairs in just
bundle after bundle and causing it to lose
your produerion.

Mike Lozoff: Why didn’t they want you to
make production?

Beulah: Well, they had production set and
if you ever met production you'd get so
over per bundle, 5o they'd put
something before you like you could make
money, then they'd see to it that you
couldn’t ever make any money by not let-
ting you make anything more than pro-
duction. And they talked about us in
every way - they said we were hillbillies,
we'd work for nothing. The munager, went
somewhere way out in the country and he
brought this big bathtub in - a thing I'd
never seen - I didn't know they mude a
bathtub like it - but thut’s what they said
it was - and he hung it on the wall with
a sign that said, “'If you don'thave a barn-
tub ar home take this and use it.”’ It had
a bar of soap down in it. It was right out
on the porch site plice where everyhody
thut came and went, big siot and all,
could see it, which said “*Why don’t you
bathe 7'

Irene: And tell about having to clock out
and stay there. You couldn’t go home, they
said you'd be fired if you went liome. But
you had to stay there and waic on work and
luter on the labor bodrd mude them pay
a little of that back, but their records
weren't found, you know, they didi't pay
much of it back.

Beulah: You know my job when you went
in - inspect was my job - wus the last
operation. So they tell you to come in the
next morning, then we'd get in there
wouldn’t be any work, We didn't even get
to clock in. We went 45 high 4s 10, 10:30,
and 11 o'clock and if you asked to go
home they said no. But you had a baby-
Sittér,. you Know, paying your babysitter
Liill all the dme,

much

Community Feeling

Brian: Did people in this area have a
feeling of togetherness, a feeling of com-
munity with each other before Levicame?
Irene: Yes, I think they did.

Briun: Did Levi try to bredk that?

Irene; Oh, they broke it.

Brian: How?

Irene: Well, the whole system in Levi
was set up to where you had to act
greedy to survive., You couldn't help your
fellow man, vou know, vour fellow worker,
or it just cost you. It took money out of
your pocket. And the schedule was so
tizht that you didn’t have a minute to lose.
You couldn't talk., And they meant for it
to be that way, they didn't want you to he
together or have time to tdlk to eachothier.

girls got their job back through the labor
hoard,

Irene: Soine of the Tennessee Copper
men helped.
Brian: Why did you decide to go for

ILGWU?

Beulahs Well, the only thing I ever figured
the reason that we went for the [LGWL!,
I thought maybe the Tennessee Copper
Company men being chemical workers. . .
I never really knew why the ILGWU came
in. I know they did tell us they didn't want
us after it was over and done and a mess
of it. They told us they didn’t want us to
hegin with, But how they ever really came
in here I don't know. It was the only union
I ever heard mentioned.

Weak Contract

Brian: Your first contract was pretty
wedk dand it was a long term contract that
allowed the management (0 get away with

quite & few things. Why did you decide to
sign thar?

Beulah: We were advised to. We held a
meeting in the school house in Blue Ridee
and the guy got up and he read the contract
over very fast, It was hard to understand,.
And he advised us that we would get a foot
in the door and later we would grow strong.
And the contract was not explained to us
in any way, it was justreddover very fast,
It was the first union - the only union - to
ever be in Famnon county, and we knew
very little about unions so we only took
their word that any contract was better
than none and settle it peacefully and
then build from there, So we signed,
Brians Why did ILGWU go along with that -
they knew more than you did?

Beulahs Yeah, they should liave known more
than us, and they should have known that
it was only a way for Levi to kick us out
one by one, because the contract was so
weik. Then as time went on and nothing
happened it was worse working than ever,
after the union. So when we’d have a case
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Starting a Union

Brian: Then generally people were being
very hadly treuted, Who decided that they
needed a union first?

Beulal: Well, a small group hegdn talking
the union. When we first began to haye
meetings they was i very small groupand
from there they kind of covered the whole
territory, It ‘took nine months, We or-
ganized the unpion ourselves, It twok nine
months for s to get the: unjon in and
sevardl of the girls were firad, Two of the

to drbitrate they'd say ‘UK, OK, don’t
worry about this now, we'll settle it for
you'', and then you'd keep pushing and
pushing and pushing and they never did
anything for you. They never arbijwrated
one cdse in the two years tiey had the
union, not one: case, Bur we huave a
hriefcase full of arbitration. They never
arbitruted one;

Irene: Well, they talked the people into
taking that contract and then when we'd
g0 to them with a ease, you know, with a
grievince, they guid, “'Well, thatclausein

it (the contract) ‘in the opinion of the
management’ - ‘if qualified in the opinion
of the management” - they'd say we don't
have a leg to stand onand we'drather take
ta case that we knew we could win, Thut
was their excuse for not going to arbitra-
tion. First they talked us into the contract
and then when you go to them with griev-
ances they'd say the contract was so weak
they couldn’t win one so why hother with
it. -

Brian: You ended up worse with an ILGWLI
contract than without one?

Beulah: Yes, we sure did.

Irene: Made it against the law for us to
walk out then,

Company Violations

Brian: Did the company violate the con-
tract?

Irene: Oh, every day. As soon as the daors
opened they violated the contract. You

could just ber on that every morning.
Briar: How?

Beulali: They paid no attention at all to
seniority becduse in our contract every
time you had a clause that give you
seniority it would say at the bottom, “‘if,
in the opinion of management . . ."" Sothis
left the union getting pretty you know,
they had nothing , . . we can't fight that,
they'd say, although they'd advised us to
sizn the contract.

Brian: So when yvou went on your ‘‘wild-
cat’’ strike the contract had already
been broken?

Beulah: Over and over,

Brian: Did the International support you
wlien you went out on strike?

Irene and Beulali: No.

Brian: Gave you no support at all?

Irene: No advice. Every time we’d ask
them something they'd say ““Well whit
does it matter; it’s all illegal anyway.'

SCABS

Brian: Where did the scabs come from,
while you were out on the picket line?
Beulah: Well, they were locai people thas
have never worked at Levi. Well, not
everyone. Some of the scabs that scabbed
in had been fired ar Levi before, They had
been tried, and the way Levi did, they
would bring in and see if you was a real
fast worker then if you didn't show that
you colld be ohe of these reslfast workers
they: fired you. So this is where 4 Jot of
the scibs came from: They had already
been fired at Levi atone time, They lots of
them wasn’t good enough to come i patil
the strike. And there just local people that
had been fired, . .

Irene: Levi rejects . . .

Beulahs Untrained people mostly.

Brian: Why do you think they took the job
and crossed your picket line? '
Beulah: Well, because of poverty mostly.
There's no jobs in Blue Ridse - there's
one little factory thut's been here thirty
years. They work dbout 500 people and
they never quit because it's the only job
they have,

Strikebreaking Violence

Brian: What sort of action was taken
against you during the strike, with vou
being out there on the picket line? Didyou
get attacked, were there reprisals?
Irene: Our women wereé run over on the
picket line and hospitalized and the grand
jury didn't give us 4 bill. And they got a
litctle midnight injunction fixed up in the
judge's office dnd accused us of all sorts
of things that ... There wasn't anybody
even there to deny those things, you know.
And state patrol all over the place. The
weekend right soon after we struck the
weekend that he hud abour 30 patrolmer
up here, there was thirty-four people
killed on the highways that weekend,
Brian: With the strike and co-op, it's
been over a year and a half, right'?
Beulaliz Yes.

Brian: How long did that strike last?
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Beulah: Let's see, we struck Angust,
the 10th . 1966 and let’s see , . .

Irene; September the 13th, 1967, was the
election and then we dropped the picket
line. I believe we held it 56 weeks und one
day, thinking the union would do something.
Beulah: And we wanted to hold the union
in rezardless. We felt like once the union
wias lost in Fannon County it would hurt
everyhody, So we started even started
talking to some of the peaple that were
working in Levi. So we can't say it's the
truth but it came out pretty good that Mr.
Haum told the girls before the election,
““Well, you can vote for the union if you
want to but when you do those strikers
will come back in and we'll have to let
you go”. So it wasn't a matter of the
scabe nor wanting the urion - they knew
they needed a union, It was i matter
thit the manager madde them think that if
we won the 'strike they'd lose their jobs s
that’s why they didn't vote for the union.

WITH LEVI

The Co-op

Brian: How are decisions made in the
co-op - whit type aof structure do you
have?

Irene; We made us up some bylaws andwe
have a Dboard and the board can make
decisions. But the membership can re-
verse those decisions if it doesn’t suit
them. You know, a majority, Its a mem-
bership. individual thing. Everybody has
their richts.

Brian: Is it jointly owned by everybody
within it?

Irene: Yes.

Brian: What type of trouble have you
had since yvou formed the co-op? Have
people given you fair contracts? llave
you had trouble with getting contracts,
trouble with the machinery?

Irene: Well the first contract we was cheat-
ed real badly, They were paying too low;
we couldn't even meet the payroll on it,

A T o e

ILGWU

fBrien; Did you ever ger together and
take yvour cage direct to the unlon people
from the ILGWLI?

Peuluh: Well, the thing thar we walked out
o e hud the business agent up there and
the ares manager, the plant munager, we
sat in the office over four hours about
two months before we struck trying o cet
this one seniority thing settled. \nd our
business agent would not open his mouth,
he would not defend us in any way., And we
kept tryine to show him where this was
absolutely not faie, nor right, They were
gonma  push zirls out the doori not only
hack, but out 'the dodr. Mr. Melon sald
this In se many werds, and he said,
‘“Well rirls vou can leara a ot
new tricks beter thun you leden
an old, dog pew tricks.”’ That was his
comment, Our husiness azent sat there.
He heard all this,

Brian: You've Been through this, through
this strike and setting up the co-op for
over ar year and 4 half. There must have
been 4 lot rimes when people were asking
you ‘to mueke compromises, when people
said, ““well why don’t vou deal with us

and we'll give you a hit @nd you give in
on this . . .’

Aeilaliy Yes.

new
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Levi “Compromise”

Brian: Have they ever offered you o com-
promise that's been worth making?
Beulah; No, so far we haven’t compro-
miised. Levi never did offer us anythinge
except come back to work - when you
come back to work we'll settle all this -
bur see we knew they wouldn't und the
union wouldn’t help us. Su we knew that
if we walked back in there all it mighet
do is shake the faith of 2 lot of the girls
thiat wadked out with s SO we didn't dare
wilk back in the lLevl plant hecause they
knew they didn't intend to sectle anvthimge.
Brian: Well what made vou egide toform
the co-op? That's a pretty unigie thing
Most peopls if they luseg a strike every-
thing just dissolves. but vou went on.and
did sometling else, Why?

Jeululi; Well the strikers went ab least
20 and ol miles way in order to
find wark, When we struck they hdd to
“woark, Well, no itier where we <o in
our are:d we find the same thing: sweat-
shup conditions. When the wage law voes
up, produetion soes o, Al swhien pros=
duction’ is so dready ean’'t
magke it, they =till raise production evory
time there's a Liw. 50 wite
luyys don't help péoplée like us at all
The prices o up and by the time we work

one
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tryvine o eat prodiction. win, we're no
better uff,
Irene: And Tesides thot, Levi s | vuess

it wus would call all these plucks uround
in & Lundeed mile cudins and gell diem
ot to ure s - that we weore Jritutors
und troublemakers, hual
Lametlling.

Beulalis Some of s could nor even et
Jolis It other swearshops, because they had
traon called beforehand,

And we to set

li

Beulah: See we didn't know anything to do
ur sew. We were vood sewers —that's
Wl we knew . . . We found ou thul we
were at least 32 underpald — from 2 to 4
dollars underpaid — on the dozen, So we
couldint THoney Wity we
turned] we couldn’t ke any money, And
now et pew machines
because we can't buy the old machines;
they ‘re not the man’s that sold
them to us,

Irene: If we'd payed for those machines
it'd of been just like buyine stolen zoods.
We'd of been out,

Urian: So people who know what they're
doing have consistently been taken advan-
tage of woll . . .

Beulalis They certainly haye'. . .

Irene; But we re learming the hard way.
We don't muke the same mistikes twice
Is why we can survive. We're lesrning
every day.

Brians Whit's the most important tiings
to you 1oy — whit are you trvingto reach
for?

Beulah: We're teying to buikl this co-op
50 people can have & decenr place to work
and not be pushed around. When people
own the thing they take more interest and
pride in it und the co-op hids ot to ga bhe-
ciige it's the only thing left [or us aroumd
here. If it fails we don't bave anything,
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The Future

Brian: What do you see for the future? You
think yol're 2oma miake it?

Beululiz Yes. We think we'll mike it if we
can just survive until we can et on our
feet, Money is our Lig problem now, We
don’t huve any money dnd so fur we
haven’'t got very much help, We have some
people that simply have to lhave Some
money to eat dand pay their house rent. If
we cun Just survive until'we get 4 decent
contract and the machine deal straightened
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out, why, we think we can make it on our
awn edsy enoush,

Brian: You've uot the story about your-
strugele around here to a lot of liberais,
liberdl organizations, Huave they respénd-
e, have they come througli, liuve they
helped you?

Beulah: Well, no. $4,000 is what we started
this thing on, and we just paved what bills
we had to pay and got it sturted and were
hehind on hills, we're behind in payrell.
We could hiave made it probably with the
54,000 if we hadn’t gor messed up about
our machine contract and our sewing con-
tract too. We could have took the 54,000
and swung it It would have beén hard but
we could have, but you see now we're
messed up and having to shutthe doors and
g€t a pow contedet amd new machines.
Brian: Where did you vet the $4.000from?
Irene; It was the Southern Christiun Lead-
ership Fund.

Levi and the Poverty Commission

Briun: While you’'ve béen struzeline down
here against Levi for better conditlions
and just for the right to be human beings
who can live well, whut's the Levi mdn-
agement doing?

Irene: Well, Levi management, the Presi-
dent of Levi-Strausshus justbeen appoint-
ed on a hoard by LB] torelieve unemploy-
ment and poverty. I don’t know what lie’'s

Zoiag to do.

- -

aver $33 million to almost $63 million,

press Co., Cal Title Insurance Co

officer iy both realty campanies.

\in the South

ing compdny
Far East, Ltd., Co.,

\by [Levi-Strauss Europe S\,
NEuropean needs. The Bank of Americd
Inew yenture,

of the Pacific Telephone and Telezraph Co,.
the world), as well as belng an officer in the two realty companies
\ The corpuoration employs about 13.500 persons m the L 5:,

A Little Background on Levi-Strauss

Levi-Strauss is the world's largest producer of Jeans and casual slacks in its price\
range. While this corporation consistently withholds informationregarding its operations.l
\ profits have obviously been good since both its net worth and currernt assets continue
\to grow each year. Net worth has grown from almost $32 million ac the end of 1964 to
over $40 million at the end of 1966. During the same period current assets grew from

The management of the cm‘pufutinn incluces Walter &. Haas, who is also President
of the Levi-Strauss Realty Co. and Iris Security Co., both real estate holding companies y
and each layving a tangible net worth in excess of $1 million, He is also a director of the\
\ Crocker-Citizens National Bank, Pacific Gas and Electrie Co., Pacific Intermotntain Ex-
- and National Iee and Cold Starage Co.

Another Director ,Daniel E, Koshland, is a director of the Wells Fargo Bank, and is an

A third director. Walter Haas,.Jr.. Son of the Chairman of the Bourd, is a director
and the Bank of America (the largest bank i\

nainly m branch offices

International operations include Levi Strauss Internatiopdl Inc,. & wholly owned hold-
Its Interests inclide SUT interest in the outstanding stock of Levi Strauss
in Hong Kong. Within the last few months Levi-Strauss hus dc-
quired Firmd Compernolle en Zoon, Belsiym's lurzest producer of men's and boy's \
trousers, Walter Haas, Jr. said that the Delsian firm which will he owned and operuatedl
will be ablée 10 supply only-a portion of Levi Strunss
Internstional tonk cure of the findancing of this

Mike Lozoff: The president says hiscom-
mission, including men like Mr. Haas,
the guy who owns Levi-Strauss, is setuj
to probe deep into the causes and toreach
the people atr the hottom who dre really
unemployed and lick skills and helpthem.
What would you tell these people?
Beulah: When you can work 6 duys & weel
for Levi-Strauss nd you live in poverty —
and we can prove this —0 days a week vou
can’t make a living at Levi-Strauss ...
Brian: ‘Then how are poor people gonna
solve the problem of their being poor
Beulah: Well, you know we're trying re
solve our problem — through building a
factory of our own ... We'ré too new to
kuow what will come of it. We know it's
the only thing we've zor to try.

Brian; Then the only solution you sée is
to build something to control?

Beulah: Yes,

Unions in the South’

Bridn: During this obviously the unions let
you down a lot. What do you think about
unions in Americd now?

Beulah: Well, we're all union, we're 1007
union, but we sure don't approve of the
way ILGWL does in the South because they
don't ficht for their people, they don't get
good contracts for their people, theydon’t
seem to be there when they're needed.
They come in und they organize —or in
our case we organized ourselves —tlien
they came in and got union dues. And they
did not help ug. They didn't help us while
we were in the plunt, They didn't help us
when we wildeatted. We wouldn't of wild-
catted if we'd of had support from the union.
Mike: Why would 4 union do things like
that?

Irene; Well, they’ll tell youthat it’s not for
the dues, but thut’s the cnly thing 1 see
they set from ft,

Beulalts They're losing out intheSouth be-
cause people are becoming very JiStrust-
ful of the unions because they do not fight
hurd ‘enougly, they do not conte in and do
whit they say they lldose intheend you're
always worse off thin you were before you
fooled with the union.

Irene: I'don't think unions ought to go into
a place uncil they're ready to supportthen
and Inick up the people; they do morefhurm
than do good.

Beulih: And the South Teully needs tminns.
The South really néeds unions worse than
dnyhody becuuse we redlly huve sweatshop
conditions. We need unions that will fight
for us, &
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