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START OF TAPE 1, SIDE A

ROBERT KORSTAD:

If we could talk just a little bit about,

your memories on how things ran.

You were head of the shop

steward council for the first couple of years, and then you were
the chairman of the organizing committee.

So those were two,

during that period of time. . . .
VELMA HOPKINS:
RK:

I was chairman.

That's right.

Did all the grievances.

You were on the top grievance committee.

I'm trying to get a kind of sense of what went on in these
departmental meetings, for instance.

If you could just describe

what those were like.
VH:

Well, departmental meetings were called—we used to

have them practically every night, because the organization was
too large for us to say we're holding a departmental meetings for
R.J. Reynolds Tobacco Company.

We'd hold it maybe for 65 with

all the shop stewards and the officers.

They held elections.

See, the shop stewards elected, each department--you see, when we
held it for 65, it had five floors, and each floor had a shop
steward.

And on each floor you had a chief steward.

You might

have three on a floor, or four shop stewards on a floor.

Always

they had more than that, but one of them was the chief shop
steward.

And the chief shop steward on each floor would, when we

had the meetings, most of the members came.
RK:

So the members would come to these departmental

meetings too?
VH:

Yes, then when we held departmental meetings, the
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members came to listen to reports.

Because we'd have reports

from negotiations, from outstanding grievances.

Because if we'd

had a grievance in #12, we'd talk about it throughout the
organization.

So if the other organization had a meeting, and

people like Chick always made a report, not the head people.
was a workers organization.

It

They'd be there, but they didn't

dare get out of line.
RK:

The officers wouldn't necessarily get up.

Would each

department elect its own set of officers?
VH:

Yes, you see, the officers were the shop stewards and

the chief shop stewards, and then they elected a person to serve
on the executive committee.

If you got on the executive

committee, when they cut us down, we used to have an executive
committee of about 100 people.

Then when they cut it down to

about 50, people were nominated from departmental meetings, and
then when you had a big meeting, you were voted on and accepted
from 65, 54, 256, 12, all of them.
executive committee.

Then you were on the

But you didn't get on there if you didn't,

you might have two or three nominations.

I've forgot how many

people we would elect, but you had to be voted on and get the
majority of the votes from those departmental meetings before you
could get on the executive committee and the negotiating
committee.

And those kinds of committees, you had to be put up

from your department, and then voted on plant wide.
RK:

Total membership.
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VH:

One was you had to be nominated or sent in from your

department.

256, I was working 256 when I got elected.

Then

when 256 sent me down to be on the team, whatever I was on, then
all the rest of them had to vote on it.

And if you won, then you

won, but if you lost, then somebody else.

Because each

department had a right to send somebody else up.
RK:

What kinds of issues or what kind of things besides

these grievances would. . . ?
VH:

Oh, grievances and what was the attitude of the bosses,

what kind of problems you were having, how many members you had,
were you collecting.

We used to collect the dues.

How many

people you had on checkoff, and how many people were not on
checkoff, and things like the working conditions.
may be treating you good and him bad.

256.

The foreman

We talked about it.

RK:

People felt free.

They could stand up.

VH:

Just stand up, because there wasn't nobody there but

We hashed it out with 256.

You didn't have #12 there or

some other plant, because they might have the same problems but
you might not feel free to talk in front of the people from #12.
RK:

So these were people you knew and basically most of

them you trusted.
VH:

And worked with.

worked with them.

You didn't trust all of them, but you

[Laughter]

RK:

You had to know them at least.

VH:

Yeah, you knew them and if it got back, you knew it
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came from somebody in that department.
was.

And we'd find out who it

Nine times out of ten if you went back with something,

they'd find out who it was.
RK:

Were there questions and demands or issues that the

stewards could carry to the executive board from the departments?
VH:

Yes, always.

See, that's the reason you had members

from each plant, so to speak, that was on the executive board.
And those minutes, the Theodosia followed most of the meeting,
Theodosia Simpson was the overall secretary, and she would follow
it, not verbatim but any kind of issues that followed through.
You might see a trend of something going from one department to
another.

I could say in #256 I'm this problem.

the same problem and so on.

#12 is having

Then in meetings that was an issue

that you should take right on up to the executive board.

And

sometimes that's the way we went to arbitration with several
things, just like that.
RK:

Would you vote?

Would there be times when actual votes

would be taken on things in these departmental meetings, or would
usually that be either general membership meetings or executive?
VH:

No.

Yes, you voted.

Because if something came up in

256, I might have brought it up, and the members talked about it.
And they'd vote--well, we can settle that.

That was it.

It

stayed there.
RK:

They would vote on it, and you could handle it

yourself.
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VH:

Yeah, but they might vote to turn it over to the

grievances committee.
this kind of thing.

Here's how you take out a grievance and
You can go ahead.

You can talk in front of

her because she's a union person.
RK:

No problem.

What about shop stewards' meetings or the

shop stewards' council?
different, I guess.
VH:

No.

Now, that would be very

Would that be just shop stewards?

Departmental meetings, the shop stewards met with

the members, and then when we called a shop steward meeting, it
would be for all of the whole works, shop stewards.

Because in

256 you would have about, in most of the plants, there were very
few plants you had over ten shop stewards.

Reverend O'Neal's

church, we used to have it full of shop stewards, didn't we?

So

you're maybe talking about 200 or maybe a 150, but that wasn't a
large meeting to us, unless you called a mass meeting.
RK:

Would the issues be different in a shop stewards'

meeting like that, more specific kinds of things?
VH:

Specific, you got a report from the departmental

meeting, and then the shop stewards as a whole would talk about
the issues and negotiations.

They took up different issues.

They first started at the bottom from the meeting, and then they
would go—that's where we had our officers, state and national
officers, making reports to the shop stewards.
them up sometimes.
RK:

They would tear

Chick would have to get up and. . . .

What kind of issues?

Do you remember any examples?
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VH:

Yes, we had several issues.

What man was that?

Was it

Green we tore up at a shop steward meeting, that we felt like was
selling us out?

And we tried to run, was it Korstad, no, Don.

We were going to send him back to the national, [laughter] but
Chick kept him.

But we took up issues like that.

We took up

higher issues, negotiations, what was the company's policy on
grievances, on negotiations, on the race question, and any number
of things.

Now, we've fought them on the race question because

we had some very tight meetings on this race question.
RK:

What specifically?

VH:

Specifically, we felt like that instead of those

nationals sending in white organizers that would go to 256, we
wanted them to go where the white workers were.
RK:

It seems like you had a very democratic union here.

VH:

A democratic process.

Now, they can say anything they

want to about it, but we carried it out democratically.
going to say we didn't make mistakes.
have, and they did.
talked about them.

Ain't

Hell, I made mistakes, you

But some of the mistakes they made, we
And if they had done what the workers felt

like they should have done, we'd have a union today.
RK:

So this was pretty unusual for at unions at that. . .

VH:

At that stage of the game.

RK:

To have the rank and file workers have that much say

VH:

See, we had a union and we had a negotiating committee

so.
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when they came in.

When Chick invited them in here, we had a

negotiating committee and were giving the company hell.

If we'd

have stayed, sometimes, I feel like we'd have done better off if
we'd a just stayed where we were and not gotten involved with
them.

Because we were getting a lot out of the company, but we

listened to our leaders.

They felt like that maybe they could,

you know, throw it out any time without some state and federal
backing.
RK:

I'm not so sure they would have.
What about the grievance committee, being on it.

Do

you remember what kinds of, could you maybe just describe the
process of how grievance worked out from the bottom from the top?
VH:

Okay, let me see if I can pick out one specific

grievance.
RK:

Yeah, that would be good.

VH:

We had people that were being fired for having one

cigarette.

They'd have one cigarette.

You know, when we first

started, I went into 256, and I got in there and in a half an
hour, I had (
RK:

).

Yes, let's talk about a particular grievance and how it

worked through.
VH:

And if you went in there with that cigarette, you'd put

it behind your ear because bumping the machines and sweating, the
cigarette would get wet.
cigarette.

And we had people that would light the

When you hit the door to go down the steps, you'd

light your cigarette because you hadn't had one all day.

And
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they got so they were picking up people and saying, "You stole a
cigarette," and they were in the streets.

Fire them for smoking

just one cigarette and it'd be a Camel.
RK:

For that one cigarette?

VH:

Yeah.

And they'd say, "Well, I carried it in."

say, "Where's your pack?"

They'd

And we let them get away with it, and

we had one white woman, Eva Blevins, that stayed on Livery
Street, out of #12.

They fired Eva, and we hadn't been able to

do very much with the whites.

So the union, our top officials

weren't too interested in it, but I'm being stupid.
didn't have any sense.

I took it up.

I just

We went as far as we could

go here, and then I took it to arbitration.

And the arbitrator

came down, and we found out during that hearing that each
cigarette had a date and a number on it of the machine from which
it was made.

And the arbitrator found that out, and they found

out that Eva's cigarette wasn't made on that date and the machine
number wasn't her machine, and she got her job back.
we made a break, a little break, in #12.

From that,

See, because if you had

a grievance in #12 or anywhere, when it got away from the shop
steward, I had to go with it to the Reynolds Building.
of the time I'd take Chick with me.

Most of the time Chick'd

say, "You can do more with them men than I can do."

Because I

could cuss 'em and get away with it and Chick couldn't.
pushed me out there.

And most

I thought about that later.

sure pushed me out there, like I'm stupid."

So he

I said, "Chick

And I would go.
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Anything he said do, I'd do.
RK:

What was the function of.the shop steward in any oi

these different plants?
VH:

What role they playec

Well, they were bosses like, because if I was your shop

steward, and as I say, they had line shop stewards and then the
chief shop steward in each workplace.

For instance, old man,

can't think of his name, Cole, he was tall.
gang boss.

Looked like a chain

He went around to where the women were sitting, were

working on (

), you know, putting it on the belt.

And they

had filled the belt up and the belt had stopped.

He told them,

"You get your damn ass up off of that tobacco."

And they came to

me crying and I just went out there and pulled the damn switch
and stopped all of it. And we talked to him, and that was
ay Mr. Johnson fell dead trying to get to me, wasn't it?
ROBERT BLACK:

I think s
HHHHUnHHHHHH|

VH:

You see, Johnson was the superintendent over the

stemmeries.
fell dead,
me.

They called him and he was coming through #12 and he
I didn't know it at that time, but he was coming to

So when we took it up, I demanded that he be, before we'd go

back to work—somebody got there, I don't know whether it was
Johnson or what it was, but anyway, whoever got there—I told
them they'd have to move him and he should not be allowed to work
»r women anymore.
'til he died.
Rts:

And that old man never spoke to me from that

But they moved him to #10, wasn't it?

i tm n K S O .
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VH:

#10, where nc

iq,-but men.

And I could be going down

the street and old man Cole would see me, he'd go over on the

mm
other side of the street. But they'moved him. We had success in
lots of grievances. I had one out of #12, I can't think of that

the. . .
RB:

I don't remember.

VH:

He worked in the, where's that where you shovel that

tofcacco and nothing

d o , . ^ ^ ^ =

•Hi^KXri thdHf^Hl
HBHHHHHHI
VH:

Bin or somewhere.

NMNUUNF

But they said",' now, he's down there

with sweat running off of him and he couldn't wear a shirt, and
his pants was wet to the bottom, but they said he spit in the
tobacco, from #12. And they brought it all the way through, and
it got over there to Mr. Whitaker and those, we met.
never meet with me by themselves.

They would

They'd have their attorney,

Mr. Whitaker, Bumbgarter, and I would take my cigarette holder
and wear them out.
that.

Never shook my finger at them, I'd shake

Bumbgarter called Philadelphia and told them if you'll

make her put up that damn cigarette holder.
IB:

[Laughter]

You were probably smoking Luck

[Laughter]
VH:

Pall Malls, honey: "And they went to firing women for

smoking, we would go in a meeting in Reynolds and I'd take a
)n of Pall Malls and spread them out.

Said we won t smoke
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Camels.

And they went to giving the people all the cigarette

they could smoke, just as long as they were in the pack.
haven't never smoked a Camel since.

But

j

So when they had him over

the, they said he spit in the tobacco and they fired him.

So I

asked them, "Did you know what he was sweating or pissing or
what?" as wet as he was.

And they called him, whatever his name

was, I can't think of his name, I said, "Mr. Whitaker, we have to
meet."

So we went out.

I said, "You're Mr. Whitaker, you're Mr.

Bumbgarter, that man is not your employer.

I'm Mrs. Hopkins, and

he's Mr. so-and-so."

I can't think of the foreman's name, the

head foreman in #12.

Know it just as good but can't think of it

right now.

And he said, "I don't give a damn what you do, I'll

never go over there no more.
Mister."

[Laughter]

I'll never call another nigger

But he had to call him mister that day.

But you could do anything you wanted to in #12. Them people
would just die laughing.
"Let's call Mrs. Hopkins.

They'd say we'd get away with it. Say,
Go on back to work."

those things.
fH:

Thgy'd- settle them in #12. We didn't have none out of

there after we made that man, whoever the superintendent was over
#12, call that black man mister.

We didn't have no more
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: :.' iiujjs&Sj^UMH

VH:

gm^gwi

•tMaawaujMBHM

They were radical, but I could work with them better

than I could work with some whites now.
coming from and where they were going.
after.

I knew where they were
They knew what

So we didn't have no problem, because they knew I'm going

to fight you, as long as I stay black, for what I feel like is
for the workers.

And I knew they were going to fight to try to

H

beat us out of it if they could.
RK:

So having a union, havinc

lot of. . . .
VH:

Made a lot of difference.

RK:

Did you do that before that'

VH:

Oh no, hell no. :[Laught<

get killed?
RK:

What would have happe

VH:

If we hadn't have had the backing of the workers, now,

they would have rather met with, what was the man's name in
Philadelphia, Don Henderson and those, than have met with us.
They didn't want to meet with us.
negotiate with them.

But Don and them, they could

We didn't have sense enough to negotiate;

we had sense enough to fight for what we needed and wanted.
didn't know where to give.
give it.

Come on.

had to give.

Wasn't but one way to give and that's

If you want us to talk turkey with you, they

Chick would get up in a meeting and say, "Well,

we're not getting nowhere, let's leave."
LLaughterJ

They

"No, sit down, Black.

Let s talk about j,t.f\ And when he d stand up, w e d
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stand up, ready to go.

RK:

If it's fifty of us, we didn't have. .

You started in '43 with, you know, with very little

organization, I realize that some of you had been working and
getting little groups of people, and you had some people that
worked on our floor that were members.
RB:

Forty-one.

RK:

Forty-one people.

RB:

The beginning of the union was forty-one.

VH:

Forty-one people.

RB:

We had attended those classes approximately a couple of

years, preparing.

But had not we had, those kind of people in

the plants, we'd have never held Reynolds.

We had such a broad

scope of leadership that went into so many different plants, that
people instead of electing shop stewards, already knew who was
the most advanced people, in terms of trade union knowledge,
close to them.

And they would go to them for advice and things

like that.

So the biggest problem we had was getting Reynolds

shut down.

After we shut him down, Velma will tell you, we had

people that volunteered to serve in steward capacities and
representing their department, particularly among the women.
VH:

The women were the backbone of that union.

RK:

Why was that?

Most people think that the reason the

unions couldn't get organized in the South was that women,
particularly black women, were afraid to join the unions.
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VH:

Psss, honey!

RK:

That was some of the differences.

VH:

That was just a lie, because the black women in

Winston-Salem, we had forty-one people on that first committee
that met with the company before the national ever come in.

And

we were meeting, they were negotiating with us, trying to get our
grievances, and we had it organized.
wanted.

We had a list of what we

Lists of things that were wrong.

talking with national people.

And they weren't

They were talking with workers

that worked for them that came out of the plant.
our spokesman at that time.

And Chick was

We all spoke but Chick would lay the

groundwork when we opened up.

Funny part, I'll never forget, we

met in the foil plant, down here on 9th Street.
RB:

That was a cool place, wasn't it?

VH:

[Laughter]

foremans.

But they'd bring all the foremans, the head

And we always started off, we sang a song in prayer.

And we had never bothered that.

We'd have real prayer meeting

because we had some good, Christian women.
them were women.

And the majority of

We met that one particular time, I can't

remember, but we met, and we called on a man, one of the foremans
or one of the superintendents to pray.
went into a muscular spasm.
jumping.

The man got up and he

He went to shaking, and he was

They had us sitting in the old straight chairs.

He

grabbed ahold of that chair, and his feet was off the floor,
jumping to the top of that chair.

You know they had to carry him
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out.

[Laughter]

[Laughing]

And we kept singing and kept praying.

I had some times.

RK:

That's a wonderful story.

VH:

Then we had one during the strike, that worked in

Reynolds Building, that throwed a ashtray out, and they had to
take her to Butner.

She said the singing was driving her crazy.

Just stop them from singing.
sing.

They could walk, but don't let them

They couldn't open their windows.

If they opened their

windows or anything, they heard us.
RK:

That was the days before air conditioning in Reynolds,

probably in the summer.
VH:

Yeah, and after we met down there and that happened,

they took us up on the 20th floor, wasn't it?
RB:

Yeah.

VH:

And was going to meet with Chick, told him he's going

to meet with the committee.

We'd never been up there, and when

we got up there on that 20th floor, we had about fifty people
with us, and we all went in there and went to sitting down in
them big, black chairs, and them folks got scared and run.
[Laughter]
RK:

They didn't know what had happened when you got there.

VH:

They were afraid of black people.

They just couldn't

stand to see, their nerves would not allow them to meet with ten
black people without an attorney, whole lots of us.
understand.

They didn't

I've had the foreman to ask me in 256—they didn't
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want us to talk.
how can you sing?

But we'd go to singing and he'd say, "Velma,
They're working the hell out of you."

said, "I'm singing the hell out of you."
RK:

And I

[Laughter]

Did you think some of the singing in those departments

went on, I mean, did people do it to kind of irritate the
foreman?
VH:

No, it made you forget how hard you were being worked

and the treatment you were going through.

Singing is something

that is good for the soul, and we used to do lots of it.

We had

to.
RK:

What about when you were on the organizing committee?

Once you got the union, got the vote in, that wasn't the end of
the fight, I don't imagine?
VH:

No way.

Our grievances, I don't know what they became

more, but when we once got the union, I think people began to
realize, I've got a crutch, and they began to tell some things.
See, some things would happen to people that maybe they were
afraid.

Self-preservation, I've got to work.

household.

I'm feeding children.

but $9.35.

That $9.35 meant survival.

I'm head of a

Even though you ain't making
And once we got the

union, they felt like, well, I've got some protection.
somebody that really cares.
little group here and there.

I've got

They didn't feel like it was a
It was 10,000 on check-off, and

10,000 members makes you feel good, you know.

You're surrounded.

And the grievances became more.
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RK:

So people started telling things that had been going on

for years?
VH:

Yeah.

RK:

Did you have to keep organizing?

VH:

You had to continuously organize.

And this was the

thing that we fell out with the national about, organizers.

They

wanted to come in, and come in to a black department where we
didn't need them.

We needed the white workers.

If they had

concentrated on those white workers, with whites, we would have
been better off.

If we'd have had 3,000 white workers in the

union, honey, Reynolds would have belonged to us.
RK:

Maybe even less than that.

[Laughter]

Chick told me once that he

thought that the shop stewards were, in fact, the most important
organizers in the plant, their example.
VH:

Is that true?

The most important people in the plant were the shop

stewards because, as I say, you didn't have a shop steward, you
didn't just walk in there and say, "I want you to be shop
steward."
person.

If the people elected that person, they knew that
And we didn't put you up there without letting you know

that you had to go to class.

Now, Chick would handle most of the

classes with shop stewards, what to do, how to do it, and A,B,C,
what steps you take.

Then they had training classes for the shop

stewards, training classes for the chief shop stewards and that
kind of stuff.
RK:

What would they learn, what would they go over in those
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classes?
VH:

Well, you went over the contract.

You know, if you've

never had a contract, you'd be surprised, the "ifs" and the
"dos" "don't dos" and we went over the contract thoroughly with
all the shop stewards so they understood.

If you went to them

with something. . . .
END OF TAPE 1, SIDE A

START OF TAPE 1, SIDE B

ROBERT KORSTAD:

Things like that would be important to

learn, the contract.
VELMA HOPKINS:
works.

You have to learn about how a contract

See, we'd never had a contract.

Some of the people had

never seen Mr. Whitaker or Bumgartener or those people.

Had been

in there twenty years, never seen them.
RK:

Would some of them still be intimidated by the foremen,

superintendents?
VH:

Sure, you could find out some of them could be

intimidated, and some couldn't.
to them.
RK:

You had meet with them and talk

Some you'd win, and some you'd lose.
Ruby Jones, you remember her, told me a couple of years

when I was talking to her that when she got to be a shop steward,
she just tried to do for everybody what she'd always done for
herself, which was to try to stand up as best she could in those
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kind of circumstances.

Were there a lot of the stewards, even

before the union, who had been natural leaders?
VH:

Natural leaders, yes.

Well, when you look at it, if

someone died in Chick's department, they'd go to Chick.
take up some money, so-and-so's dead.

Chick

We had little groups, so

to speak, that picked out in departments.

That would pick out

one person to take up money for flowers or things like that, or
would talk to the foreman before the union.
successful in doing.

Some you were

We couldn't go any farther than that

department because Mr. Bumgartener or Whitaker or those didn't
recognize everybody.

But you could talk to the superintendent of

that department.
RK:

The thing that struck me probably was that, had your

kind of training and background in your church helped you?

I

mean, y'all were running a huge organization four months after it
started.
VH:

My training, I guess, came from coming from a mother

and working in the church and in the school.

I'd always

participated in PTAs, and we had organizations.
of an organization in the church.

And I was head

I got lots of my training from

my pastor too.
RK:

You were a member of Shiloh?

VH:

That was the only church that we could go into.

[Laughter]
RK:

Would you tell me a little bit about Reverend Pitts?

I
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haven't really talked to very many people who were. . . .
VH:

Well, Reverend Pitts, he was a Christian gentlemen.

came from the South.

He was raised the hard way.

He

And lots of

the shop stewards and leaders of the union came from that church.
He would sit and talk to us too.

Then we had Reverend

Summerville from Washington, used to come down.
and he were good friends.

Reverend Pitts

And he'd come down and meet with us

and talk to us about the union, because I think Shiloh had more
union members than any other church that was here, didn't it?
RB:

Yeah.

RK:

Was there something special about Reverend Pitts?

You

wonder what attracted so many good people to him.
VH:

Well, he was a community leader.

He didn't mind

speaking up for issues before we had organizations, NAACP and
these kind of things.
RB:

(

VH:

Well, we can go in the back.

there.

)
I've got a place back

You just have to move your stuff and set it up if you

want to keep talking.
RK:

You need to go.

There's one other question while we're

at this and then we can move back, before I forget it.
meet with the Ministerial Alliance.
representative.

Did you

You were the union

Can you describe what you talked about, the

purpose of that, and how effective it was?
VH:

We talked about the union, the policy of the union,
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what we were trying to do.
of Reverend Pitts.

And the only reason I met is because

He was an officer, and I'm a member of his

church, and I was active in the church and everything.
would listen.

So they

We had quite a few of them that, behind the

scenes, Reynolds would squeeze lots of them.
one that they couldn't control at all.
he told them (

).

Reverent Pitts was

He opened his doors, and

I remember once I went there and somebody

from Reynolds was there talking about letting the union, it might
destroy their property and all this.

He told them, "If they

destroy it, they bought it."
RK:

What kind of intimidation would they use against the

minister?
VH:

Well, they'd intimidate the members, making $9.35.

You

had to pay your salary to the church, and you were supporting
pastors and the churches, and lots of them worked in Reynolds.
I'd have to get the old roster to tell you the number of
ministers and the number that was really, McDaniel and all those
people worked inside the plant because they weren't making enough
as ministers to support and survive.

And Reverend Pitts didn't

work in Reynolds.
RK:

He had a large enough congregation.

VH:

Well, whether or not he had a large enough

congregation, he just believed that what he was doing, he lived
off of it.
didn't.

He worked at the church.

Some of them did and some

We had some in there that didn't work in Reynolds but we
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couldn't get to first base with them.

But Reverend Pitts

was....
[Interruption]
RK:

That's a lot of activity for a month.

Do you know what

some of those different meetings were?
VH:

Yeah, well, your departmental meeting, I've talked

about that.
RK:

Would they happen twice a month, looks like?

VH:

We moved, time we'd get around, starting at one plant

number, departmental meetings that was an overall, you know, a
big thing.

Maybe that might have happened every two weeks.

Reynolds steward meetings, that met every night, because you'd
have a different plant.

And your leaf house meeting, they would

have departmental meetings, shop steward, but their shop stewards
would meet as leaf houses, and they would come into the overall
steward meeting.

The final session of leadership classes, that's

where Chick and Eleanor Hoagland would have the classes, you
know, training sessions, your final sessions.

And then your

Reynolds night stewards, see, we'd have to met with the night
stewards and then the day stewards.

And Pac was registration and

voting, and of course, the leaf house steward, and the executive
board was the executive board.

And then you had a serviceman

committee. Every committee was set up just like the shop
stewards.

Because if you had servicemen, all of them didn't work

in one place.

So you had to have service men meetings, and that
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would mean the day and the night, and you called them together as
servicemen.
RK:

And they would elect representatives to that committee

from all the different departments, so that all the departments
would be represented.
VH:

Of course, you have your departmental meetings again.

The first meeting of class is in the union problems.
where we discussed leadership.

That's

If we felt like leadership, Chick

wasn't doing his job, hell, we'd give him hell about it.
like you didn't handle so-and-so right.
none of them.

We felt

We didn't pull back on

Public speaking classes, meetings, was where we

had different speakers to come in.
RK:

Did you train people also, for people to practice?

VH:

To speak?

Yeah.

And your education committee, of

course, you had an education committee.

And a joint shop

stewards, that's what I told you about, shop stewards from the
whole Reynolds.
RK:

Some of this is duplication.

Chick couldn't remember the other day when I was asking

him about the radio programs, do you remember anything about
those on WAIR?

They were listed on every Saturday afternoon at

1:00 or at 12:00.
VH:

It was just kind of like a speak-out is now, you know,

a town meeting, a speak-out.

Maybe you as a reporter would be on

there asking some of the questions just like you're asking, and
we would be explaining our stand.

And of course, we'd let the
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public know what we were doing.
RK:

Did people listen to these?

VH:

Yeah.

It was a way of communication.

Because you had

people who belonged to the union and never attended a meeting.
RK:

And they could get information.

VH:

This way.

We tried to find ways and means.

churches, we could put out leaflets in the churches.

And the
Because, as

I say, you have some people belong to a church that never go to
church.

They don't go to prayer meeting or church meeting or

nothing, so you talk to them on Sunday morning.

Something like a

briefing session and let them know what the church is doing, what
the finances are, you know.
RB:

Before we get too far away from a discussion around

Reverend Pitts, I'd just like to say this.

That from the time I

was a little boy, I used to attend Reverend Pitts's church.
preached from the pulpit, union.

He

He begged people that worked in

the homes, servant workers, to build a union to improve and
better their conditions.

He was known throughout the whole city

as being a man that advocated organization.

And I didn't know

it, Velma, until after I moved to Greensboro, but we had another
influential minister that was here in Winston during that time,
Reverend Phelps, that pastored down there at the church right
below Glees (

) . And when we went to Greensboro and I joined

his church, and then he remembered me and told me about, you
know, when you and Theodosia used to appear before the
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Ministerial Alliance, he said myself and Reverend Pitts, along
with some of the others, supported the program of the union.

And

you know, you and Theodosia stayed constantly in contact with the
ministers.

We'd take our proposals there and those ministers

would adopt them.
VH:

Well, they'd help us set up the food banks.

In the

beginning of the union we set up, because we had poor people,
they didn't have enough.
nothing if you were black.

And you couldn't go to the welfare or
If you were black and had a clean

house, you went to the welfare, you didn't get nothing.

They'd

tell you if you had a little old raggedy radio set, sell the
radio and use that money.

So we had clothes banks and things,

and churches would contribute to that.

They did lots of things

behind the scenes that supported the union.
RB:

Helping people fill out income tax and getting help

from different agencies, all this.

Our union moved out into the

community.
VH:
tax.

I hadn't never paid no taxes or filled out no income

When they made me an officer, they said, "Uh-uh.

You pay

your bills and you pay your income tax."
RK:

So that nobody can say anything bad about you?

VH:

About you.

RK:

Do you remember going—Daddy was telling me last night,

he thought that you were probably the person who did this, when
they would lay the seasonal workers off in the leaf houses and at
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Reynolds--do you remember going to the unemployment compensation
hearings?
VH:

Yeah.

RK:

Do you remember anything about that, that's probably a

long. . . ?
VH:

I stayed into so many things, I just can't remember

what happened.

[Laughter]

I tell you, when Karl and Chick, when

they felt like they needed a woman that wasn't afraid--see, I
didn't have any children.

I had a husband that was working, and

I could live without Reynolds.

And they'd push me right out

there in front, and I didn't have no more sense than to go.
RB:

Well, we were out there with you.

[Laughter]

We

didn't push you out there alone.
VH:

I mean when speaking, as far as getting some publicity

or a backlash.

The only backlash I ever got, they tried to kill

me.
RK:

That's pretty serious.

and voter registration.

What about, you mentioned pac

When did the union decide to get

involved and try to get people registered and stuff?
been registered before the union was here?
VH:

Had you

Had you voted?

I think I registered, because when I registered, they

only had five hundred blacks on the books.
me to get registered.

He lived on Highland.

Old Dr. Bruce helped
He was a friend of

the family, but I didn't take it seriously until the union came
in.

When they came in, I took it [seriously] after we began to
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talk about pac and the import of voting.

And that's when they

used to hold those pac meetings, and the only thing they'd talk
about then was what the candidates was doing, the bills that were
coming down, what they did in Raleigh, you know.

They taught us

what each sector of government meant, aldermen and county
commissioners.
were all white.

We'd never heard nothing about them because they
Then, of course, Eleanor began to teach us what

they did, what the aldermen controlled, what the county
commissioners controlled, what the mayor, the city manager could
do, and these kind of things.

We didn't put on a real tough

campaign until the strike, did we?
RB:

No, but let's go back now, you remember we had our

voting and everything in '43 and went on into the early part of
'44 waiting to be certified.

Then we went to our membership with

an appeal to affiliate their membership with organizations like
the NAACP.

And then, Velma, through the educational department,

you all put on an intensified campaign of voting and registering,
registering to vote.

And we signed up over 600 members in the

NAACP, and they never had had a 100.

Remember, before the first

year, even before we got a contract.

And we stayed active.

Now,

you take for example, there were people that weren't even members
of our union, were having problems with welfare and housing and
things like that.

And Velma, she'd go up there and represent

those that were not members.
VH:

Not even in the plant.
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RB:

Yeah, and people with problems of filing taxes and

things like that, and help and all of that.

And we had people

like Velma, and she'd help rank and file, like, what was the
woman we talked about, Bob, you and I?
VH:

Ruby.

RB:

Ruby Jones and all those kinds of people.

Man, they'd

get up in those membership meetings and explain, Velma and all.
Velma, I don't know, she. . . .
VH:

I can't remember everything I done.

RB:

She had a will and a way of recruiting people.

just like this young lady right here.

Now,

Velma shares a lot of her

work and responsibility on that young one.

She's always been

fortunate in doing this.
VH: I surround myself with people.

I know my limitations.

And I'll surround myself with people that I can designate to be
sure it's carried out.

vote?

RB:

Which is good, it's good.

VH:

And if you can't do that, you're not an organizer.

RK:

What were the problems in getting people registered to

Did they have kind of restrictions?
VH:

Don't ask me that.

We had one voting place in

Winston-Salem, Forsyth County, for blacks, Fairview School.

And

when we started our drive to get people to register, actually
pulled it to its height, it was at that school.

That's where the

policeman came out there, in gear, to arrest everyone of us.
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Because if I walked in there, you walked in there, they had black
and white there, and Chick walked in there.
the Constitution.

They'd hand Chick

Old man Lawrence worked in, I don't know what

plant he worked in.
RB:

Worked for Reynolds.

VH:

But I shake.

When I start to write, I do that.

didn't shake, but you couldn't read it.

He

But he'd hand him the

Constitution and a pencil and paper, telling him to write the
Constitution, every black.

Then he'd take you and do this.

Didn't hide it.
RK:

They were doing that open, side by side.

VH:

Side by side.

RB:

So we filed a complaint against them, and we got some

whites to go in that hadn't had a high school education.
VH:

Eva Blevins, couldn't read, couldn't read her name if

it'd been in lightlamp.

She cussed when we asked her to go up

there and register that day.

"I can't read."

I said, "Eva."

She said, "Now, you got me my job back and you're my boss, okay."
And we went up there and them people placed her in line, a
teacher and a doctor and a preacher, all educated people, know
they couldn't fail.

Blacks, they handed them the constitution.

When Eva got there and done her hands like that--Chick, you took
that picture, didn't you?
RB:

Yeah.

VH:

Chick snapped the camera.

Old man Lawrence left his
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car and went downtown.
niggers,

And they took us downtown and called us

communists, everything in the book.

I sat there.

Have

you ever had your stomach to tremble and water running, and
you're not crying but you just can't control the water.

I asked

one question, and Chick had done told me to keep my mouth shut.
I said, "A nigger is a black hearted person, and you ain't
nothing but a nigger."
RB:

[Laughter]

We were building a case against them, and we wanted all

the hard evidence that we could get.
VH:

Did they move him, or what?

No, they moved the precinct, and that's when I heard

the first black alderman.

And when we went down there, they told

us, "You niggers can register but you're not going to have a
nigger.

We're not ready for a nigger to be elected officer."

They didn't say Negroes, a nigger.
at them.

And we sat there and looked

And that election was coming up, and we put Kenneth

Williams in, the guy that sold us out, bastard.

Honey, he sees

me now, I know he thinks about it because everything I. . . .
RB:

Is he still living?

VH:

Yes.

RB:

Why is God keeping him around this long?

VH:

Keeping him around for us to degrade him.

RK:

So you had to go to court then to get people, did they

He's out.

change the rules?
VH:

Yes, we went to Raleigh.

Raleigh got ahold of it.

They sent in an investigator or somebody.

And then they said
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that everybody could register that could write their names.

Then

they modified it and said everybody could register if they
couldn't read or write.

But when we first got it, they said you

could register if you could write your name.

Then they modified

it and said everybody could register without, when they got
register, you know, the Write Bill came through Atlanta.
RK:

You went ahead, I mean, I see in some of these Workers'

Voice of '44, even, that you're already starting to get everybody
you can register to register.
VH:
3,000.

We put on 3,000 people up there during the strike,
And that's when they broke up the precinct because we had

too much power.

And they went to putting you to register here

and register there.

Set up different registration and voting

places.
RK:

When did you start realizing that voting and that

political power was important for the union or for yourself?
VH:

Well, we had been taught that but it didn't catch on

until they took us downtown and we registered all them people.
That's when we decided we were going to run a black, and we asked
Reverend Pierce and he sent us right around on 12th Street where
Southern Furniture Store is up here, and told us to ask Kenneth
Williams.

He's out there working in a shoe and a boot.

put him on as alderman.

And we

And Reynolds bought him.

RK:

Got a good job out of it.

RB:

Yes sir.
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RK:

I've got a great letter from him, I found, from Gordon

Gray to Governor Cherry, in Governor Cherry's papers over in
Raleigh, this was right after the strike, the end of the strike,
saying, I think that we need to start appointing some Negroes to
the Board of Trustees of the black institutions so that
people won't get the idea, they'll get people to realize who the
real leadership in the black community is.

And one of the

Hairstons from Winston-Salem was the first, and Williams, I
think, was the second or so.

And he was also made president of

the university.
VH:

Well, they made him president of the university because

after he sold us out, I went to him and told him, "Don't run. I
kept people from killing you, so don't run."

So they had made

that promise and that agreement, and they gave him $500 and a job
over at the State University.
RK:

How did he sell you out?

Do you remember what. . . ?

VH:

He went on the air.

RB:

He and Wyatt Brown and Mac Daniels, one's a preacher

and one's an undertaker and he was, one was a doctor.
VH:

We were going to have our election that next morning.

RK:

That was 1950?

VH:

The company, we had taught the people well, communists,

we had Reverend Summerville and that singer, I can't think of his
name, stayed at my house too.
RK:

Paul Robeson?

33
Interview number E-0126 in the Southern Oral History Program Collection (#4007) at The Southern Historical Collection,
The Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library, UNC-Chapel Hill.

VH:

Paul Robeson, they came and told us he had been to

Russia and what communism was.

I says, "Well, if that's what

communist is, I guess they're calling me the right name."
didn't have no sense.

[Laughter]

we were going to run a black.

I

We had made up our minds that

That didn't frighten us.

When

they called you a communist, people felt like you were the real
leader.

That's what shocked them.

But they went on the air and

labeled the union top and all the union leadership as communist
that night at midnight.

And we were having elections.

I know

Chick's house must have been, my house, they woke me up.
house looked like a Christmas tree.

They had lights on every

door and every window and every crack.
lay some Daily Workers.

And I got up and there

I'd sell them right on the street.

they came in, and I told them, "What you looking for?"
off something.

My

I said, "Well, show me your warrant.

ain't got a warrant, don't come in that door."

And

They read
If you

Actually, I think

about some of the things that I did, now, and I say, "Well, God
was for me."

Had to be somebody greater than a man.

RK:

Watching out.

VH:

Had to be somebody greater than a man.

[Laughter]

I've got to run

out here to this church.
RK:

Okay.

[Interruption]
VH:

To really get to the heart of things, that was their

key.
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RB:

Well, Bob, why don't we agree on this then, I'm not

trying to tell you how to conduct your. . . .
RK:

Yeah, I know.

RB:

That you've gotten enough stuff to give you something

to work with.

And let Velma set a time that would be convenient

for her for another hour or so and come back at that time.

And

probably the next get-together, we'll try to bring this thing to
a conclusion.
VH:

Good.

I'm still active in lots of things.

[Interruption]
RK:

The reason why they laid all these, why they

mechanized, they got rid of all these different people, was they
knew that was where the power and the strength was.
RB:

Yes sir.

VH:

That was the backbone.

END OF TAPE 1, SIDE B
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