


Chapter 6/ New Orleans (©))

(Version 2T 7/9/98)

In 1947 1 and other workers rallied to try to defeat the
Taft-Hartley law (footnote). Black labor representatives,
religious leaders, political leaders, and the black community
leaders had mass meetings in Shakespeare Park. Ernest J.
Wright was head of th© Peoples Defense League, a local
organization. HO organized these meetings and asked m© to
speak. HO was also a union man. Crowds of people turned out
for thO© workers and to listen to speeches against th® Taft-
Hartley Law. All the workers knew this law was brought about
to weaken and break th©® unions. WO raised money to send
telegrams to th©® President, as well as Senators and
Congressmen from th© State of Louisiana. Andrew Nelson sent
me, his troubleshooter, to th©® meetings and to play a part in
this fight against th© Taft-Hartley law. WO discussed where
it was best for me to go to hit it hard, My union, Local 207,
was behind m© all th© way. WO discussed in th©O union how
dangerous this bill was for workers. WO rallied and sent
telegrams from th© Local.l went to different meetings all
around New Orleans.

President Harry Truman vetoed th© bill, but Congress
ovon™>d© his veto. Despite strong workingclass opposition,
th© Congress voted this bill into law in th© United States of

America —- against th© American workers 1
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Among other things, under the Taft-Hartley law no union
officers could b® members of th©® Communist Party. The
officers of Local 207 called a meeting to discuss this law.
Nelson then discussed it with thO top officers of thO ILWU.
During that time Harry Bridges was in trouble with th© law.
They was trying to deport him for being a Communist. We
didn"t want to add no oil to th® fir©. The international
decided not to break th© law but to go along with It, to
protect th©® international and th© local unions. WO decided to
withdraw our membership in th© Communist Party. Nelson and
also knew they wanted to get rid of Local 207, put ue all in
jail. So this was a way to protect th©® international and tho
Local. We stopped going to Communist Party meetings. But this
did not mean w© lessened our militancy w©O continued fighting
for decent wages, decent working conditions, seniority
rights, pensions, welfare funds, better schools, and better
health institutions in the communities, as progressive trad®
unionist < And still folt deeply that socialism was needed
to solve th©® problems of all oppressed workers.

Another bill cam© up In the State of Louilsiana, thoO
"Right-to-Work"™ bill. Andrew Nelson and took a delegation
to th© State Capitol at Baton Rouge to speak against this
Right-to-Work bill. Many speakers was lined up to speak
against thO bille We had many busin© smGn, middle-class
people, ministers, progressive labor leaders and politicians
who was against th© bill# along with members of the unions.

WO was speaking before a nine-man committee and urging them
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not to pass this bill. Finally th© decision cam@: five to
four/ fTive for tho bill, four against. WO lost th©® fight. WO
lived with that law for two years. However, th© unions
managed to survive through this struggle.

Later Earl K. Long, Huey P. long"s brother, was running
for governor of Louisiana. ThO labor movment ©aid they would
give him support, and hO pledged to repeal th® law If hO
became governor. WO elected him governor, Earl Long did
repeal th©® Right-to-Work Law, 1*h© Right-to-Work Law was
knocked out. However, th© Unions V?Zas still facing national
anti-labor laws like th© Kennedy-Landrum lawy Griffin Act, as
well as thO Taft-Hartley Law.

The employers didn®t v?ant progressive trad®© union
activities being in operation. Naturally, that v’as on®© reason
th© Taft-Hartley law was passed. *3© aim was to break up
union activities, particularly in th© South. Th® workers was
aware of these things from the start. This mad®© us more
militant in carrying on union activities. WO started
organizing th® unorganized throughout Louisiana and
Mississippi, Ffighting Jim Crowism.

During this time 1 was v?orking at Federal Barg® Lines,
In June 1949 a letter cam®© from th© Commerce Department
saying that I was violating th©® rules by working for a
government agency if | vas a member of th©® th® Communist
Party. Tfliey wanted to get mO off th© Federal Barg®© Lines,

which was then a government -run agency. I refused to answer
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their questions. Ilien they wrote m© a couple more letters,

on® of which said

Department of Commerce
Office of the Secretary
Washington, DC
July 28,1948
Mr. Le®© Brown
Inland Waterways Corporation

611 Qravier Street

In our letter of July 13,1948, you were informed that
unless th© Board by July 26, 1948, received a properly
notarized answer to th© charges which were preferred against
you in our letter of June 2,1948, th© Board would have to
proceed on th®© basis of th©O evidence before it. This tho
Board will do, but, to avoid any possibility of a
misunderstanding on your part, the Board has seen fit to
extend th© time to receive a proper answer from you until
August 9,1948. If, on that date, th© Board is not iIn receipt
of an answer conforming with regulations under which it
functions, 1t will have no alternative but to consider thoO
case on the basis of thO evidence iIn its possession and reach

such conelu ion with respect to th© matter as that OvidencO

may warrant*
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Very truly yours,
For th® Board,
John L. Town®

Secretary

Andrew Nelson, and discussed this letter to decide
what 1 should do. WO also wrote a letter to the International
VicO President of th© ILWU in San Francisco.

I had refused to answer questions th© Department of
Commerce sent. I had until August 9th to answer th®© questions
or b® discharged from th® job. But Federal Barg® Lines had
changed hands from a government agency to a private agency.
ThO® private agency was rxamod Inland Waterways Corporation,
and th© government rules didn"t apply to a private agency.
Henry A. Wallace was th© head of th© Commerce Department

(verify) and I think he intervened on my behalf. Maybe thO
ILWU contacted him, because later wO got a call from tho©
international asking if my job was secure.

Companies and government agents was attacking us on all
sides. Even o0, we was determined to win demands for union
members, Moreover the Southern state®© was anti-union. This
was one reason that union demands for workers was hard to
obtain without a struggle. And my own job was often on thoO
line.

One® before th© Federal Barg® Lines was trying to fir©
m© off the job. was dismissed because was too militant,

although they didn"t say that. ThO® president of my union,
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Brother Nelson, took action immediately. My union Local
called an emergency meeting with th® company®s five shop
stewards (I myself was a shop steward)e Some workers called
for an immediate strike action. Some workers called for a
work slow-down. So, th© decision was put to a vote. Tho
majority of workers voted for a work slow-down.

Next day, union members went to work on a work slow-
down. Each member was slow going to their working position.
Naturally, the company®s superintendent, supervisors and
foremen objected to this move. Throughout th© day, th© work
slow-down continued. Some workers was asked, ™"Can you work
faster?” THO workers answered# IO are working.1l Some foremen
said, "You are on the job, but not working.1l

Th® work slow-down lasted a day and a half. Finally, the
superintendent called th© Local president for an emergency
meeting at two o"clock that afternoon. ThO® shop stewards, thoO
president of my union, and I went to thO officO. ThO company
presented statements; th© union presented my statements.
Decisions was mad® at company headquarters in St. Louis,
Missouri. Finally, whOn th© decision was sent back to Local
207, th© company president in Ste Louis recommended that 1 bo®©
suspended for thirty days, before returning to v?ork. ThO
Union accepted this decision, with th® understanding that no
seniority was lost. ThO president and shop stewards notified
th© workers, 'Tilo work low-down has be©n called off <" That

was a victory the union won. Most of all this proved how
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strong and w®© 1l-organized Local 207 was in those days iIn the
South.

In th© meantime, 1 worked at Higgins Warehouse until the
thirty days was up. Then I returned to Federal Barg® Lines

When 1 returned to work I was still dock steward, on tho®
negotiating committee, Executive Board member, Trust©®© Board
meniber and also a member of th© Politica Action Committee. 1
still remained a progressive trad®© unionist.

What Federal Barg® Lines didn”™ know was that 1 was
vice-president of my Local, and even if I was removed from
th© docks 1 would still b© active on thO Negotiating
Committe® on all contracts with all companies that had
contracts with our Local.

Every tv®D years an Olection for union representatives of
Local 207 was held. Th©® general membership would elect a nv©O
man Election Committee. The Election Committee travelled in a
car, plant-to-plant# so each member could get a chance to
vote. This took two or three days travelling tin®0. T*O
Election Committee merriberB who had to take days off thO job
to do this v?ork would receive thO same pay from thO union as
on th© job. When all votes was collected, th© Election
Committee cam© to th© Local headquaarters at 420 Gravier
Street and counted each candidate®s votes. Some union
representatives would lose, eom© would win. Illiis was trad®
union democracy. Both Nelson and was re-elected as
president and vice-president. |I continued in my Local

fighting for better wages and better worKing conditions as a
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member of th© Negotiating Committee facing the company, even

while 1 was suspended fix>m the job on th© docks.

Other organizations besides the unions tried to educate
black and whit® workers in th© South. On®© of these was thO
Southern Conference Education Fund. SCEP played an important
rol©® in helping workers throughout th© South. On© time iIn "48
they organized a three-day conference in New Orleans that 1
attended. At thO confer©nc®© 1 met Walter Whit© and his wife,
Mary Whit®© (verify her name) = Walter White was Executive
Secretary of the National Association for th© Advancement of
Colored People. HO was th® guest speaker on© night during tho©
conference. 1 sat with his wife while h©O spoke, "Can"t he
speak I''" she said. To tell th® truth I never had no great
confidence in Walter White. 1 respected him but he didn’t
seem too militant. The best thing h© did, h© was very light-
skinned and could pass for whit®, and h© used to go to whitd
racist meetings in th© South and get information on them. 1
respected him for doing that,

Th©® next night 1 met Henry A. Wallaci®, who was 1 o
guest speaker. Th® crowd was very reponsivO to him. It was
black and white stitting together in th© hall. Hiey didn"t
have no separation. Afterwards”™ w© shook hands and talked
briefly about th© need to register and vote. He was very
friendly and supportive.

ThO® third night, Mrs, Mary McLeod Bethun®©, th© educator

and founder of Bethune-Cookman Colleg®, was guest speaker.
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She talked about problems facing black people in th©® nation.
I was very impressed with the knowledge and feeling coming
from her. When she was on her way out, coming down the aisle,

spoke with hOr and ©Ombraced her* 1 couldn™"t help but
©mbrace hoOr was so impressed. WO didn"t talk long because
sh® had to catch a plan® and her time was Hlimited*

In 1951 I was acting Executive Secretary of the
Louisiana Civil Rights Congress. TIliis was a branch of tho©
national Civil Rights Congress based in New York. [IlIO
puipos© of th© organization was to Ffight for th© civil rights
and voting rights of black people, and ©specially people
unjustly put in jail, get lawyers for them. WO fought against
Jim Crow and segregation. Dr. Ca.kloy Johnson had been th®
head of th© Louisiana chapter but h© got Ffired from his
teaching job at Dillard University and h© had to step down.

It was just a few of us. Brother kelson and 1 worked on
different cases in th© Civil Rights Congress. Its OxistencO®
was a great comfort to black people just by knowing hop®
was around and active iIn this time of violence, whicn was
Overy place, Ospecially in th© South.

0n® eocampl® of what w© did was a young black married
man, named Paul Washington, who was charged with rap© of a
whit© woman in Algiers, Louisiana. Tlhis young black man VZas
in jail six or seven months before our Local 207 heard about
thO© case. We learned about Paul Washington through another
black man who was a member of our union. This union brother

said h© had talked with a black trustee in jail, who told him
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about the case. Paul Washington had received th©® death
penalty.

Brother Nelson and I got in contact with th© William L.
Patterson”™ the National Executive Secretary of th® Civil
Rights Congress in New York. WO turned over the information
wO had received about th© Washington case.

William Patterson cam®© to Hew Orleans and wO went to sOe
Paul Washington. HO asked if th© Civil Rights Congress could
help him in any way, because h© was i1nnocent of th© rap®
charge and relt hO didn"t get a fair trial, sine® he had an
court-appointed attorney and an all whit® jury. President
Nelson called our attorney, James McCain™ and asked if he
would look into th©® Paul Washington case.

After th© th© attorney reported back, President Nelson
presented Washington®"s cas© before our Local Executive Board
to se® if our Local could help. 1 spoke before th© Executive
Board in favor of supporting Paul Washington. 1 said, 'Lots
of our black people have been railroaded on false charges of
rap©, Our people have been continuously lynched legally and
it Is about time for our people, Ospecially our trad© union
sisters and brothers, to fight against this so-called rap®©
charge that is attacking our people. 1 call it legal lynching
and | ask th© Executive Board to give us their support Il I
also told th© members of thO Executive Board that would
work with Brother Helson on this case.

In th© meantime, our 110cal set up a defense committee to

raise fimds to work together with th© Louisiana Civil Righte

Ch 6/New Orleans 3/ Page 10



Congress. Jointly, wO© set up a Paul Washington Defense
Committee. William L. Patterson and lawyers from the national
office and started plans to have Washington®"s case appealed.
Louis Berry, a local black attorney, also J rk@d on the case.
Dances and raffles was given to raise funds for the defense
appeal. WO brought th© case to the black communities and
churches. Ministers gave us permission to com@ before their
congregations to present th© Paul Washington case.

In the churches and communities I mad® a speech that
went like this: "There ar®© a lot of Paul Washingtons in th©
South being framed. Tliis is a big fight and w© ar© not
fighting this battle alone. T(hOr® ar®© many organizations who
ar© helping us fight for justice iIn th© South. But w® must
also help ourselves, if wO© want others to help u . Numbers of
unions ar®© with us in our fight. uocal unions and
international unions ar® with us.1

When th© attorneys cam© to Mew Orleans | was with them
in a 10cal attorney_s oft:ic® when they prepared Washington.
brief. 1 was part of their security. | went with thO
attorneys Overy place. I also went along when th©® attorney
went to jail to talk with Paul Wasnington. had the
opportunity to shake his hand and inquire about his health.
Under th© circumstances, Paul Washington was feeling all
right at that time. When th© time cam© for Paul Washington to
talk to th© attorneys about his case, th© union brothers and

I left them in privacy.
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Union officials found out where Paul Washingtonls wife
was living. They asked me to keep in touch with her. 1
visited his wife and little girl often. TINO only time Paul
Washington got a chance to see his little girl was behind
prison bars.

Th© attorneys, got Paul Washington a new hearing with
th© State of Louisiana Supreme Court. ThO State Supreme Court
upheld th© lower court decision. So, Paul Wa hington was
still facing thO death penalty. Then th©® attorneys mad® a
motion to th©® United States Supreme Court, but th® motion was
denied. I can”™ recall on what grounds the motion was
denied. WO fought hard to save Paul Washington®s life.
UnfortunatelyK du® to this unfair 1justice,”™ thO death
sOntenc® was carried out. Paul Washington was executed on a
Friday in July, 1952, 1 felt terrible, especially for his
wife and daughter.

That same year our union Local 207 and 1, as a member of
th© Civil Rights Congress, also tried to save th©® life of
Oci©® Jugger, a black man charged with rap® of a whit© woman.
Someone gave our union this information, because th© Civil
Rights Congress was working on all these so-called rap® cases
in th© South,

Oci© Jugger~™s statement was that h© had only asked this
whit® woman for some food, bOcau © he was hungry. ThO court
attorney gave our attorneys this report about th© case, [1™hey

said th® police had a written confession that was signed by
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Oci® Jugger. WO knew this statement was a lie, because Jugger
couldn™t read or writO.

In court, before an all whit© jury, Jugger was asked to
read the name that was signed on th® confession. HO didn"t
know his own name on th© paper. Hien th© attorney gave
Jugger a piece of paper and asked him to writ© his name. H@
didn*"t know how to writ® his name. 1110 attorney proved that
point. Someone ©ls®© had signed Oci® Juggerls name on tho©
confession of rap©. Oci®© Jugger couldn*t read or writd, so it
was impossible for him to sign a confession or any other
thing.

During th©® trial, Ocie Juggerle lawyers kept asking tho©
whit® woman had h© raped her. During th® whole trial, she
never answered th®© question yes or no. Every tim®© thoO
attorneys asked her had h©® raped hear, th© woman pretended to
faint.

Th® all whit® jury found Oci® Jugger guilty as charged,
based on circumstantial evidence. This judge sentenced him to
death by th© electric chair. Then th©® judge set thO date for
th® execution. Our attorneys mad®© a motion for a new trial,
which was denied.

In th© meantime thO date for Oci® Juggerls execution was
getting closer. Four officials from different unions went to
Opelousas, on a Thursday to ask for a stay of execution. The
State of Louisiana was going to execute Jugger that Friday.

Our attorneys went before a federal judge and asked for a
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stay of execution for Oci®© Jugger. Tlie federal judge turned
down th® stay of execution.

That Thursday before th© execution a large gathering of

whit® people -- womenf men, old, young, babies, and children
of all ages -- came to se® th© electric chair, which was
being brought in a truck to th® courthouse yard. never saw

thO likes of it in all my life! It was outrageous. You
should have seen those people®s faces, all lit up like a
Christmas tree, cheering, laughing, hollering, iIn a state of
excitement/ like they was in an amusement park.

Four of us union men was standing among th© crowd.
Everywhere 100ked these white pOopl©® was picking up their
cnildren, putting them on their shoulders so they could see
th© electric chair. Som®© whitdO people was standing near was
explaining to their children, -That is an electric chair. It
is for a nigger. That"s what they are going to Kkill that
nigger in tomorrow.1

All th© black people who lived in that town had left th®©
coulee Ya,d. Only the white people rained. Cly two
black men was left there -- a b sick union brotherland
myself. ThO other two union brothers was whit® — on© from
thO Leather and Fur Workers Union, on© from th© Tobacco
Workers Union.

Our headquarters for that day was at a barber shop, bo
thO civil Rights Congress ofticO in New Orleans could keep in
touch with us. It was extremely dangerous in this Ku Klux

Klan town. When th®© union brothers and I walked on th®
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streets in this littl©® town going back and forth to tho®
barber shop, whit® people tried to provoke us by bumping into
us on the streets» This was perfectly clear to us. WO didn"t
say anything to these people. We didn"t give them any reason
to go into their violent act e 1110 whit® union brothers walked
ahead of thO© black union brother and m© and kept their Oyes
on us for security. When wO went back to th© barber shop, Dr.
Oakley Johnson, who was at th© office in New Orleans, had
called on th® phone and left word with th® barber for our
delegation to leave that Ku Klux Klan town before dark for
our safety.

Th© next day, on Friday, so-called justice was carried
out; Oci® Jugger was executed.

Later, after thO execution of Oci®© Jugger, Albert Jones,
on® of our attorneys who defended him, was visiting his own
mother in th© country in Louisiana. Someone shot him three
times with a .22 rifle. HO was hospitalized at the Charity
Hospital in New Orleans. Often | went to visit him in the
hospital. Finally, h© recovered and continued iIn th® union
and civil rights, fighting for th® rights of th® poor black
people in th© South.

Th© Louisiana Civil Rights Congress tried to help anyon®
who was seeking our help. But sometimes w®© lost contact with
th© people who needed help. WO heard about a lady in
Hattiesburg, Mississippi, who was seeking our help, so
wrote a letter that Mrs. Simms typed up and sent it to her.

Th® letter said: "Dear Mrs. Bailey, th©® Louisiana Civil
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Rights Congress has heard about you from our national office
in New York and w© ar© interested in helping you, if wO can.
Since our oftice is in thO South, i1t will bO easier for us to
get in touch with you than for New York to send someone down
from up North. Now, w® want you to send us more information
about your brother and his wife. Pleas®© answer th© following
questions: What was th©® charge they were convicted of. Was it
murder, robbery, rape, or what? Who was th®© lawyer who
defended them? When were they arrested, when tried, when
convicted? Do you have newspaper clippings about th©® case and
will you send them to us? Could you or some other relative
com®© to New Orleans later on and tOlIl us all about th©O case?
IT wO can get more information about th©® case, so w© can knhow
whether or not wO© can help, w© will be very glad. signed
th©® letter '"Very truly yours, Lee Brown, Acting Executive
Secretary# Louisiana Civil Rights Congress,"

When 1 sent this letter and 1 dicin™t get an answer from
th® person, 1 thought maybe someone opened all their mail and
they hadn"t received that particular letter. | wouldn*t have
been too suirprised, because th© FBI opened all my personal
mail, and union mail, and letters containing civil right®
issues on different people. Sometimes the FBI would wait at
th© post office when my secretary went to pick up th© mail.
Th©® FBI told Mrs. Simms that they was FBI and that sh® had to
show them th© mail. They intimidated her into showing them

th® mail, this is what they did. Anyway, after didn"t qot
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any answer from Mrs. Bailey, all 1 could do was close the
case.

A black man who lived in Laurel, Mississippi, named
Willi© McGee, was in trouble with the authorities of that
city, who claimed h© raped a whit®© vioman. TIh® Civil Rights*
Congress in New York was handling this case at th©® time.
Sine® th® Civil Rights Congress in New Orleans was closer to
Laurel f Mississippi, |1 was asked if I would get in touch with
Dr, Oakley Johnson to work with us on this case.

First, a defense committee involving th©® union and
people of th© community was set up. Dr. Johnson often worked
along with th© union. Dr. Johnson asked m©, "Would you go to
Laurel, Mississippi and take Mrs. McGee Willi®© McGOO*s
mother) a bus ticket directly to her home?"™ A community
meeting for Willi®© McGhee"s defense was being held iIn New
Orleans and they wanted to bring his mother to th© meeting.

Every precaution was being taken to keep Mrs. McGee from
being followed and attacked by reactionary whit®© people in
Laurel. By taking a bus ticket directly to Mrs. McGee"s home,
wO© could prevent her from having to go to th© bus station to
buy a ticket.

Mississippi was dangerous for strangers to travel
through, especially if you are a black person. iTiereforo,
taking this under consideration, | discussed matters with
Rose. She pleaded with mO© not to go to this small town 1iIn
Mississippi. Despite all her pleading, 1 told her that this

was extremely important, because i1t was a struggle for black
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people throughout th©® Deep South and I nad to go contact Mrs.
McGee and buy a bus ticket, so sh©® could com© to New Orleans
to attend a meeting to b® held that coming Friday nignt,

I bought a ticket for Laurel and took th© train that
Wednesday at 8:00 am. Someone in New Orleans had notified
Mrs, McGOO© in advance about th© nature of my visit. Every
possible precaution had been taken, so wouldn"t get hurt or
draw suspicion from anyone iIn Laurel, When arrived at tho
station in Laurel, quit® a few poor black people was standing
in th© station. When 1 got off th©O train, all Oyes seemed to
b© on me. 1 fO t these people knew I was a stranger in town.
Each on®© seemed frightened, like they wanted to tell me, I1Go
back where you cam®© from, itls not safe her©.'" But no on®
©aid one word to m© in thO station.

Outside a cab driver was standing waiting. He asked if |
was th© fellow from New Orleans to see Mrs. McGee. told him
ves, | got in th® cab and h©® drove m© to Mrs. McGOO®1ls home,
My plan was to catch th© next train back to New Orleans. Dr,
Johnson told m© that if I wasn®"t back in NOw Orleans at 10: O
pm that night, he would call to see if I had arrived safely
if not, h©O would call th©® FBI to investigate to find out what
happened. 1 arrived at Mir. and Mrs. McGee"s home. After an
introduction, 1 didn"t tell them I was from th® Civil Rights
Congress. Instead told them was from the union in New
Orleans. The reason was that w© had found out that Mr. McGEO,
Willi©® McGee"s fTather, was giving out information about

Willi®© McGee"s case to th© authorities in Mississippi. | was
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careful in discussing the case, because h© couldn®t be

trusted.

talk with me. 1 didn™t discuss the case with hOr friends, but
I talked on other issues like th© civil rights struggle. The
main issue 1| spoke on was Jim Crowism in the South and how
whit®© oppressors was causing tnis Jim Crow system, which was
keeping workers divided and a so from organizing into union *

When my discussion with Mrs. McGOO0©10 friends ended it

was time to go back to Hew Orleans. 1 went to th© bus station
and bought Mrs. McGee a ticket to New Orleans, wasn’t under
th© suspicion of anyone in th© station. told Mrs. McGee

that when sh® got on th© bus, not to talk to anyone aDout
where she was going. During that time th®© cab driver gave me
his name and phone number, ©0 h©® cou d com®© to thO station
and pick m© up at a certain time. When 1 called the cab
driver at that time, hO told m© w© had to wait until thO
train whistle blew. Then h© would take m© to th® station for
security reasons and becausO was a stranger in town.
Everything went along as planned. 1 was back home in Hew
Orleans at 10:00 o"clock that night,

Mrs. McGee arrived In New Orleans on a Friday,
Immediately Mrs. McGee was sent to a private home for
security, where she stayed until th© time for th© meeting.

ThO Willi©® McGee Defense Fund meeting was held in tho

community center. At eight o"clock Mrs. McGee was brought to
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th© meeting. A large number of people cam© to hear Mrs. McGee
speak about her eon. Before thO® meeting started, was seated
with Mrs. McGee on th© platform. My job that night was to bO
a bodyguard for Mrs. McGee.

Despite thO tight security and secrecy iIn communication,
th® plans about Willi© McGee®s defense leaked out. Two plain
clothes detectives found out about th© meeting and was
sitting iIn thO audience. Som®© whit© workers found out about
th© detectives presence and passed th© word down. Dr
Johnson, who was in charge of thO meeting, advised Mrs.
McGee not to speak too much about th® case, because tho©
detectives in the audience. Several other people spoke on
Willi© McGee"s case. Some speakers cam© from the civil rignts
organization, some from labor, and spok© on th© case also.
Before Mr McGe© spoke, we collected donations for Willie
McGeels defense fund,

My subject was th© struggle of black workers in tho
South. called for freedom and complete emancipation for tho®
working lass as a whole.

Mrs. McGee"s message was brave and trong. She told
everyone to keep up th® good work and continue Ffighting for
the rights of th© poor people, because th©® people would win.

Some news reporters was present at thO meeting. They
took pictures of Mrs McGee and all th© people on thO platform
and th© audience. After thO meeting Mrs. McGee was taken back
to a secure place to spend th© night. Th© next morning she

went back home to Mississippl. *

Ch 6/New Orleans 3/ Page 20



I was no longer able to b® involved

After this period,
in th© case. | was facing problems and had to take extreme

They was getting after m© too. So | didn.t know

precautions.
although 1 heard that

th© outcome of thO Willi© McQe® case,

they didn"t execute him.
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CHAPTER SIX



Chapter 6/ New Orleans (3)

7 The _ e,, Fundw, taNe®
for a three day conference. The Southern Conference Education
Fund played an important role in helping workers throughout the
South. At the conference | met Walter White and his wife, Mary
Association For The Advancement of Colored People. He was the
guest speaker one night during the conference; we sat together
during the meeting. Mterward, we discussed the meeting.

The next night | met Henr\7A. Wallace, Vice-President of the
United States of America during President Roosevelt’s
Administration. Henr>" Wallace was also a guest speaker. Later, we
shook hands and talked. The third night, Mrs. \lar\r McCloud
Bethune, the educator and founder of Bethune-Cookman College,
was guest speaker. She talked about problems facing Black people
in the nation. | talked from a rade Union standpoint: what a great
role labor could play 111 solving problems facing the vvorkingclass
in the world* We had to cut our conversation short, because she
had to catch a plane and her time was limited.

ready to leave, | kissed her as if | had known her all my life.

Naturally, no one could help but love her. She was a very lovely
person in action and ways.

Ch (S/Npw Orlpan<s 7/ Pacrp 87



\\
Jefl

In New Orleans, | and fellow workers rallied to defeat the Taft
Hartley law. Black labor representatives, religious leaders, political
leaders, and the Black community leaders had a mass meeting in
Shakespeare Park. Crowds of people turned out for the workers.
speeches were made against the Taft-Hcirtley Law. All the workers
knew this law was brought about to weaken and break the unions.
We raised money to send telegrams to the President, as well as
Senators and Congressmen from the State of Louisiana. My union
sent me to play a part in this fight against the Taft-Har/EIey la” . My
union. Local 207, was behind me all the way. ~-staFted-traizelling
tIirougI%ou/'E the State orjbotiisi-ana to-rally the working pe0|_o_le ag;iﬁ_si
this bill.

President Harry Truman vetoed the bill, but Congress overrode
his veXo. Despite strong vvorkingclass opposition, the Congress voted
this bill into law in the United States of America—against the
American workers?

Among other things, under the Taft-Hartley law no Union
officers could be members of the Communist Party. The officers of
Local 207 called a meeting to discuss this law. We decided not to
break the law but to go along with it.iWWe)decided to w_l'Er_lgl_raw our
membership in the Communist Party. But this did not mean we
lessened out militancy; we continued fighting for decent wages,
decent working conditions, seniority rights, pensions, welfare funds,
better schools, and better health institutions in the communities, as
progressive trade unionists.

Another bill came up in the State of Louisiana, the ARight-to-

Work'f bill. Andrew Nelson, the president of the union and I, vice-
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president, took a delegation to the State Capitol at Baton Rouge to
speak against this Right-to-VWork bill. Many speakers were lined up
to speak against the bill. We had many businessmen, middle-class
people, ministers progressive labor leaders and politicians who were
against the bill, along with members of the unions. We were speaking
before a nine-man committee and urging them not to pass this bill.
Finally the decision came: five to four: five for the bill, four against.
We lost the fight. We lived with that law for two years. However, the
unions mamged to survive throjagh this struggle.

Earl K Long w”s running for governor of Louisiana. He pledged
to repeal the law if he became governor. We elected him governor.
EaiTLong did repeal the Right-to-Work Law. he Right-to-Work’ Law
was knocked out. However, the Unions were still facing national anti-
labor laws like the Keiinedy-Landrum laws, Griffin Act, as well as the
Taft-Hartley Law.

The employers didn’t want progressive trade imion activities
being in operation. Naturally, that was one reeison the Taft-Hartley
law was passed. The aim was to break up union activities
particularly in the South. The workers were aware of these things
from the start. This made us more militant in carrying on union
activities. We started organizing the unorganized throughout the
Louisiana and Mississippi, fighting Jim Crovvism.

During the time | was working at 1lland Waterways
Corporation, ¥Lthe year 1948, a letter came to me on the job from

Washington:
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Mr. Lee Brown
Inland Waterways Corporation C
611 Gravier Street

New Orleans Louisiana

Dear Mr. Broun:

In our letter of July 13,1948, you were informed that unless
the July 26,1948, received a properly notarized answer to
the charges which were preferred against you in our letter of June 2,
1948, the Board would have to proceed on the basis of the evidence
before it. This the Board will do: but to avoid any possibility of a
misunderstanding on your part, the Board has seen fit to extend the
time to receive a proper cinswer from you until August 9,1948. If, on
that date, the Board is not in receipt of an answer conforming with
regulations under which it functions, it will have no alternative but
to consider the case on the basis of the evidence in its possession and
such conclusion with respect to the matter as that evidence may
warrant. Very truly yours

( Secretary’s signature)

( NEED MORE INFO: WHAT CHARGES? WHAT BOARD?)

Andrew Nelson, and | discussed this letter to decide what |
should do. We?Iso wrote a letter to the International Vice President
of the Longshoremen’s and Warehousemen’s Union in San Francisco,

California. We wrote about problems | was having.
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| refused to answer questions the Department of Commerce
sent | had August 9th to answer the questlons or be discharged from
the job. Before August, inland Watemays had changed hands from a
government agency to a private agency. The private agency was
namecp¥litenvay Terminal Corporation

Before receM n”*hat letter, Ix~and4V/Merwav was trying to fire
me off the job. I WX} rii,smiss™tlnigriwWHY?) The president of
my union, Brother Nelson, took action irrl1mediately. We met with the
_Jnlas™=Watenvay officers: president general manager, and dock
superintendent. Our shop steward came to the meeting that night
with the company and wrote down statements from the company
and the Union about my Ccise. The company presented statements;
the Union presented my statements. Decisions were made at
heeidquarters in St. Louis, Nfissouri. Finally, when the decision form
Weais sent back to Local 207, the president in St. Louis recommended
that | be suspended for thirty days, before returning to work. The
Union accepted this decision, with no seniority lost. In the meantime
| worked at Higgins Warehouse until the thirty days were up. Then |
returned to Inland Waterways Corporation. Nemem

When | returned to work | was still dock steward, on the
negotiating committee. Executive Board member, Trustee Board
member and also a member of the Political Action Committee. | still
remained a progressive trade unionist.

The mos”™ important thing that the company didnft know was
that | was vice-president of my Local, and even if | was removed
from the docks | would still be active on the Negotiating Committee

on all contracts with all companies that had contracts with our Local.
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Fortunately, our Negotiating Committee was successful in
winning the contract with Inland Waterway Corporation. Our
Negotiating Committee didn’t get everything we asked for; the
company didn’t get everything they wanted. The demands we did get
met were in the best interest of all the workers.

The main thing we got was a 25 cents increase across the
board, as was asked; upgrading proposals were won all the way
\\ithout any trouble. The white workers stood behind us in these
proposals; we were a united front. The company put the agreement
into action; when a job opening came up, the company followed
through according to the letter of the contract =

Black workers started workers on cranes, driving tractors,
watchmen and sack sewers. We had a cliauffeur n the crane as well
as crane operations. The rank and file won complete \ictory. Not only
did we fight on the barge lines, but other places where our unions
had contracts.

Every two years an election for union representatives of Local
207 was held. The general membership would elect a five man
Election Committee. The Election Committee travelled in a car, plant-
to-plant, so each member could get a chance to vote. This took two or
three days travelling tine. The Election Committee members who had
to take days off the job to do this work would receiw the same pay
from the union as on the job. When all votes were collected, the
Election Comir/ittee came to the Local headquarters at 420 Gravier
Street and counted each candidate’s votes. Some Union

Representatives would lose, some would win. This was trade union
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democracy which | continued in my Local as | kept fighting for
better wages and better working conditions.

Companies and government agents were attacking us on all
sides. Even so, we were determined to win demands for union
members. Moreover the Southern States were anti-union. This was
one reason that union demands for workers were hard to obtain
without a struggle. And my own job was often on the line.

A$l I sa””~Inland WaterwayHbecame a privafe! agenc;

Cotnopatipn. /Even new private
ageilLty! /Mv\nj~™n LocM"TMHed-arreiSiJdierx”™1Seeting
witn tne comj™ap”rs five shop stewards (I myself was a shop
steward). Some workers called for an immediate strike action. Some
workers called for a work slow-down. So, the decision was put to a
vote. The majority of workers voted for a work slow-down.

Next day, union members went to work on a work slow-down.|
Each member was slow going to onefs working position. Certainly, th(
company'’s superintendent, supervisors and foremen objected to this
move. Throughout the day, the work slow-down continued. Some
workers were asked, ”Can you work faster?” The workers answered
"We are working.” Some foremen said "You are on the job, but not
working.”

The work slow-down lasted a day and a half. Finally, the
superintendent called the Local president for an emergency meeting
at two ofclock that afternoon. The shop steward, the president of my
union, and | went to the office. The company” representative
explained, "If the union will put the men back to work as before, we

will reinstate Mr. Lee Brown back on the job.MThe Union president
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answered, "With no time lost, pay for the two days he was off the
job?" The company agreed to this arrangement. The president and
shop stewards notified the workers, nThe work slow-down has been
called off.” That was a victory the Union won. Most of all this proved
how strong and well-organized Local 207 was in those days in the
South.

In 1950 | was acting Executive Secretary of the Louisiana Civil
Rights Congress. Brother Nelson and | worked on different cases in
the Ci\dl Rights Congress, which came into existence (WHEN?) to
fight for the rights of Black people. Its existence was a great comfort
to Blcick people-just by knowing hope was around and active in this
time of violence which was every place, especially in the South.

One example was a young Black married man, named Paul
Washington, who was charged with rape of a white woman in
Algiers, Louisiana. This young Black man was in jail six or seven
months before our Local 207 heard about the case. We learned about
Paul Washington through another Black man who was a member of
our union. Tms union brother saia he had talked with a Black trustee
in jail, who told him about the case. Paul Washington had received
the death penalty.

'Yr"'mtnwnirm rTr m see Paul Washington. He
askcd-our 111lion 'ropFesentath’Qe’ to see*if the union could help him in
any way, because he was innocent of the rape charge and felt he
didnft get a fair trial, since he had an court-appointed attorney and
an all white jury. President Nelson called our union attorneys and

asked if they would look into the Paul Washington case.
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After the union attorneys reported back to our union president
cmd gave information about the case. President Nelson presented
Washington's case before our Local Executive Board to see if our
Local could help. | spoke before the Executive Board in favor of
supporting Paul Washington. | said, "Lots of our Black people have
been railroaded on false charges of rape. Our people have been
continuously lynched legally and it is about time for our people,
especially our trade union sisters and brothers, to fight against tliis
so-called rape charge that is attacking our people. | call it legal
lynching and | ask the Executive Board to give us their support!” |

also told the members of the Executive Board that | would work with

Bro. Nelson on this case.

Brother Nelson and ot in contact with the Executive
Secretan- MWIIOf ) of tho M towisiaea €i\0| Rights Congress. We turned
over the information we had received about the Washington case.
The Louisiana Civil Rights Congress started working immediately.

In the meantime our Local set up a defense committee to raise
funds to work together with the Louisiana CM1 Rights Congress.
Jointly, we set up a Paul VVas,hington Defense Committee. Lavvyers
came in from the Rational office and started plans to have
Washington's case appealed. Dances and raffles were given to raise
funds for the defense appeal. We brought the case to the Black
communities and churches. Ministers gave us permission to come
before their congregations to present the Paul Washington case.

11 the cHurches and communities | made a speech that.went
like this: "There are a lot of Paul Washingtons in the South being

framed. This is a big fight and we are not fighting this battle alone.
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There are many organizations who are helping us fight for justice in
the South. But we must also help ourselves, if we want others to help
us. Numbers of unions are with us in our fight. Local unions and
international unions ajew tiius.” vv n N

When the attorneys came to New Orleans | was with them in a
local attorney’s office when they prepared Washington’s brief. | was
part of their security. | went with the attorneys every place. | also
went along when the attorneys went to jail to talk with Paul
Washington. | had the opportunity to shake his hand and inquire
about his health. Under the circumstances, Paul Washington was
feeling all right at that time. When the time came for Paul
Washington to talk to the attorneys about his case, the union
brothers and I left them in privacy.

Union officials found out where Paul Washington’s wife was
living. They asked me to keep in touch with her. | visited his wife
and little girl often. The only time Paul Washington got a chance to
see his little girl was behind prison bars.

The attorneys, got Paul Washington a new hearing with the
State of Louisiana Supreme Court. The State Supreme Court upheld
the lower court decision. So, Paul Washington was still facing the
death penalty. Then the attorneys made a motion to the United
States Supreme Court, but the motion was denied. | can’t recall on
what grounds the motion was denied. We fought hard to save Paul
Washington’s jife. Unfortunately, due to this unfair "justice,” the

death sentence was carried out. Paul Washington was executed on a

Friday.
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— my 1 - br ug, mMm—
mal Exeeutive Secretaryr of the OM1 Rights
r : xigruy active participation one of the
< < to contact all the pe”|5le | felt L coul(
p_tige and dignity to event. (WHAT
AFVENT?) By that tney meant the commu”K>r people and labor
people who had # respectoftheir neig"Grs. 'the letter al stated
that all proposals would be vvelcomed”r the finances permitted and
that | should/contact church and laj*or and professionaLpeople in the
communij/ and speak to them .~rfiey said the numb”/that | secured
would, ¢1 course, not be too”iarge; but, | was supposed to contact all
of theA. because New Yoric would probably hav~ten or fifteen, | was
askod to move the pr*s once | received the/a ll.l was wished good

luck and good work,

Clearly then, this letter was for 1lle/to notify* everyone who was
interested iivtielping me out with th*work that had to be done in
the CM1 Rights Congress in the yea® L952. That letter was sent to me
by Wij*iam Patterson, the famous attorney. (WHAT HAPPENED?
DIyPATTERSON COME TO ORLEANS?)

Our union Local 207 and I, as a member of the Ci\il Rights
Congress, tried to save the life of O. C. Jugger, a Black man charged
with rape of a white woman. Someone gave our union this
information, because the Civil Rights Congress was working on all
these so-called rape cases in the South.

O.C. Jugger’s statement was that he had only asked this white
woman for some food, because he was hungry. The court attorney

gave our attorneys this report about the case. They said the police

rh fS/Npw Orlpans ~ Pacrp 07



Early one morning my office secretary brought me g/letter
which came from the National Exemtive Secretar\rof the CKil Rights
Congress .They were seeking iny active participation's one of the
directors as well as spons9i4 to contact all the peqi*e | felt L coul
and would to add p tige and dignity to tile event. (WHAT
EVENT?) By that tftey meant the community people and labor
people who had me respect of their neighbors. fthe letter al*o stated
that all proposals would be vvelcomecUi the finances penfiitted and
thcit | should/contact church and lahtr and professional/people in the
communi and speak to themyZliey said the numb that | secured
would, ¢1 course, not be too large; but, | was supoosed to contact all
of thaii. because New YorK would probably hav”~ten or fitteen, | was
ask# to move the pr once | received the | was wished good
luck and good work

Clearly then, this letter was for me/to notify everyone who was
interested iivtielping me out with thAvvork that had to be done in
the CM1 Rights Congress in the ye af1952. That letter was sent to me
by WUliam Patterson, the famyus attorney. (WHAT HAPPENED?
DIiyPATTERSON COME TOMEW ORLEANS?)

Our union Local 207 and I, as a member of the L i\il Rights
Congress, tried to save the life of O. C. Jugger, a Black man charged
with rape of a white woman. Someone gave our union this
information, because the Civil Rights Congress was working on all
these so-called rape cases in the South.

O.C. Jugger’s statement was that he had only asked this white
woman for some food, because he was hungry. The court attorney

gave our attorneys this report about the case. They said the police
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WILLIAM L. PATTERSON Ubvember 17,1952

National Executive Sec’y

Mr. Lee Brown
20 Gravier St. n
'Kew Orleans, Loiai siana

Deex Lee

You have probaT)ly heard that we have projected and are now zealously pre-
aring a Christioas holiday ci*\isad®© to visit Mrs.' Eosalie Ingrain on Cfotristmas
ay, Deceinber 2 5,1952.

ihe visitors will come ftom all ction3 of the coxmtry. Nev, York, however,
will bear the major responsibility for the preparations and the delegation.

The purpose is three-foldj-(1)To focus again the attention of the world
of decent people on the horrible situation in t~iich this heroic, innocent
woman finds herself acd her tvo sons vio defended her honor and life (2)
To quicken the tempo of action f r her freedom through" legal action and
mass support; (3) To bring greetings from friends and sympjatbizeys, ~

We lieliev© that the progressive South will, respond heartily pud readily to
such a Call (incideDtslly, the formal Call is a beautiful thing and will -be
in yo\ir hands shortly). We are writing contacts in Kentucky, Teonesse®©,
Louisiana, the Carolinas, Horida and Alabama, informing them of the program

and plans and soliciting supporte

We feel, tL T7evsr, that your activexparticipation'caii! help gmiraniee success.
Your numerous contacts will “e#we are certain, deeply sympathetic and
nelpful in making the project the magnificent progtam that it is 3n essence.

Ik are asking you, tbereforej to reach them immediately.

- - LIS |

0310 cnisade will include only Moment Negro and white, of all a“g-e-s-.

All steps to assure transportation from the rail end to the prison will be
ta”en. The widest publicity will be given to the trip ¢s a security measure

activ™ryrdér-icipate the greatest ~om sympathizers who cannot

Hie warden will be notified of the Christmas season visit.

Die Hew York people, and those from other pints North will arrive at the
rail end pint early on the 24th.

\rliHif i -



Lee Brown -
Hoveater 17,1952

We are seeking y ur active Dartkh w
NL V._DS rSu We desire ™ toContact ® 8 06 fthe ""“tors as vvell

P estige ad dignity to the erert nv N e you feel can ad will
but of =3 are Nt thickii™ of
their neighbors. S de* Pegpde, etc., wo”*ve the M 7

f UtiUzed if _e

~rfo% e~"Sedd P Ty - 1 -

Try to noe the press are you haae the Call.
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had a written confession that wassigned by ©O.C. Jugger. We
knew this statement Was a lie, because Jugger couldn't read or write.

In court, before an all white juryy Jugger was asked to read the
name that was signed on the confession. He didn't know his own name
on the paper. Then the attorney gave Jugger a piece of paper and
asked him to write his name. He didn't know how to write his name.
The attorney proved that point. Someone else hadsigned O .C. Jugger's
name on the confession of rape. O. C. Jugger couldn't read or write, so
it was impossible for him to sign a confession or any other thing.

During the trial,0. C. Jugger's lawyers kept asking the white
woman had he raped her. During the whole trial, she never answered
the question yes orno. Every time theattorneys askedher had he
raped her? the woman pretended to faint.

The all white jury found 0 C. Jugger guilty as charged, based on
circumstantial evidence. This judge sentenced him to death by the
electric chair. Then the judge set the date for the execution. Our
attorneys made a motion for a new trial, winch was denied.

In the meantime the date for O.C. Jugger's execution was getting
closer. Four officialsfromdifferent uuions went to Opalousa (SP?),
Louisiana on a Thursday to ask for a stay of execution. The State of
Louisiana was going to execute Jugger that Friday. Our attorneys went
before a federal judge and asked for a stay of execution for O. C.

Jugger, The federal judge turned down the stay of execution.
That Thursdaybefore the execution a large gathering of white
people — womens men, old, young, babies, and children of all ages —



came to see tHe electric chair, which was being brought in a truck to
the courthouse yard. | never saw the likes of it in all my life! It was
outrageous. You should have seen those peopled faces, all lit up like
a Christmas tree, cheering, laughing, hollering, in a state of
excitement, iIn an amusement park.

Four of us union men we?e standing among the crowd.
Everywhere | looked these white people were picking up their
children, putting them on their shoulders so they could see the
electric chair. Some white people | was standing near were
explaining to their children, -That is an electric chair. It is for a
nigger. Thafs vvhcit they are going to kill that nigger in tomorrow n

All the Black people who lived in that townjiad left the
courthouse yard. Only the white people remained. Only two Black
men were left there: a Black union brother and myself. The other two
union brothers were white: one from the Leather and Fur Workers
Union, one from the Tobacco Workers Union.

Our headquarters for that day was at a barber shop, so the Civil
Rights Congress office in New Orleans could keep in touch with us. It
was extremely dangerous in this Ku Klux Klan town. When the union
brothers and | walked on the streets in this little town going back
and forth to the barber shop, white people tried to provoke us by
bumping into us on the streets. This was perfectly clear to us. We
didn”™ say anything to these people. We didn? give them any reason
to go into their\iolent act. The white union brothers walked ahead of
the Black union brother and me and kept their eyes on us for
security. When we went back to the barber shop, our representative

in New Orleans had called on the phone and left word with the
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barber for our delegation to leave that Ku Klux Klan town before
dark for our safety.

The next day, on Friday, so-called justice was carried out; O. C.
Jugger was executed.

Later, after the execution of 0. C. Jugger, one of our attorneys
who defended him was visiting hisAmother in the country in the
South. Someone shot him three times with a .22 rifle. He was
hospitalized at the Charity Hospital in New Orleans. Often | went to
visit him in the hospital. Finally, he recovered and continued in the
union and civil rights, fighting for the rights of the poor lack people
in the South.

The Louisiana Civil Rights Congress tried to help anyone who
was seeking our help. We heard about a lady in Hattiesburg
Mississippi, who was seeking our help, so | sent her a letter. The
letter read: ?Mrs. Bailey, the Louisiana Ci\il Rights Congress has
heard about you from our national office in New York and we are
interested in helping you, if we can. Since our office is in the South,
it will be easier for us to get in touch with you than for New York to
send someone down from the North. Now, we want you to send us
more information aboutyour brother and his wife. Please answer the
following questions: What was the charge they were convicted of.
Was it murder, robbery, rape, or what? Who was the lawyer who
defended them? When were they arrested, when tried, when
convicted? Do you have newspaper clippings about the case and wiill
you send them to us? Could you or some other relative come to New
Orleans later on and tell us all about the case? If we can get more

information about the case, so we can know whether or not we can
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help, we will be very glad.” | signed the letter: "Very truly yours Lee
Brown Acting Executive Secretary, Louisiana Civil Rights Congresse’
When | sent this letter and | didn’t get an answer from the
person, | thought maybe someone opened all their mail and they
hadnft received that particular letter. | wouldn't have been too
surprised, because the FBI opened all my personal mail, and union
mail, and letters containing cM| rights issues on different people.
v\ \Sometimes the FBI would wait at the post office when my secretary
went to pick up the mail. The FBI. told the secretary that they were
FBI and that she should show them the mail. This is what they did.
Anyway’ after | didn't get any answer all | could do was close the
?case.

A Black man who lived in Laurel, Mississippi, named W illie
egfeee”was in trouble with the authorities of that city, who claimed
he raped a white woman. The Civil Rights’ Congress in New York was
handling this case at the time. Since the Ci\al Rights Congress in New
Orleans was closer to Laurel Mississippi, | was asked
in touch with Hanrey to work with us on this case.

Dr. Harvey was a teacher at a Black university (<SC>UTIIERN®
in New Orleans. First, a defense committee imfoMng
the union and people of the community was set up. ~r.
worked along with the union. Dr. Harvev asked me,Would you go to
Laurel Mississippi and take Mrs. Mcghee (W illie Mcghee’s mother) a
bus ticket direfitly to her home?MThe committee meeting for Willie
Mcghee's defense was being held in New Orleans.
Evervr precaution was being taken to keep Mrs. Mcghee from

being followed and attacked by reactionary white people in Laurel.
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By taking a bus ticket directly to Mrs. Mcghee’'s home we could
prevent her from having to go to the bus station to buy a ticket.

Mississippi was dangerous for strangers to travel through,
especially if you are a Black person. Therefore, taking this under
consideration, | discussed matters with my girlfrie,nd. She pleaded
with me not to travel in a small town inj*fississippi at that time.
Despite all my girlfriends pleading, j*told her that this was
extremely important, because it was a struggle for Black people
throughout the Deep South and | must go contact Mrs. Mcghee and
buy a bus ticket so she could come to New Orleans to attend a
meeting to be held that coming Friday night.

| bought a ticket for Lc*urel and took the train that Wednesday
at 8:00 am. Someone in New Orleans had notified Mrs. Mcghee in
advance about the nature of my visit. Every possible precaution had
been taken so | wouldn’t get hurt or draw suspicion from anyone in
Laurel, Mississippi. When | arrived at the station in Laurel quite a
few poor Black people were standing in the station. When | got off
the train, all eyes seemed to be on me. | felt these people knew | was
a stranger in town. Ec\ch one seemed frightened, as though they
wanted to tell me: M50 back where you came from, ifs not safe here/*
But no one said one word to me in the station.

Outside a cab driver was standing on the outside waiting. He
asked if 1 was the fellow from New Orleans to see Mrs. Mcghee. | told
him yes. | got \n the cab and he drove me to Mrs. Mcghee” home.
My plans were to catch the next train back to New Orleans. Dr.
Harvey told me that if | Wasn’t back in New Orleans at 10: 0 pm that

night, he would call to seeif | had arrived safely; if not, he would call
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the FBI to investigate to find out what happened. | arrived at Mr.
and Mrs. Meghee’'s home. After an introduction | didn’t tell them |
was from the Civil Rights Congress. Instead | told them | was from
the union in New Orleans. The reason was that we found out tiiat Mr.
Mcghee Wi illie Mcghee’s father was giving out information about
W illie Mcghee*s case to the authorities in Mississippi. | was careful in
discussing the case because he couldn’t be trusted.

Mrs. Meghee gaye me a great deal of information about the
case. Later, some friends of Mrs. Mcghee came to her house to talk
with me. | didnrt discuss the case with her friends, but | talked on
other issues like the ci\il rights struggle. The main issue | spoke on
was Jim Crovvism in the South and how white oppressors were
causing this Jim Crow system, which was keeping workers divided
and also from organizing into unions.

When my discussion with Mrs. Mcghee's friends ended it was
time to go back to New Orleans. | went to the bus station and bought
Mrs. Mcghee a ticket to New Orleans. | vwvasn™ under the suspicion of
anyone in the station. | told Mrs. Mcghee that when she got 011 the
bus, not to talk to anyone about where she was going. During that
time the cab driver gave me his name and phone number, so he
could come to ttie station and pick me up at a certain time. When |
called the cab driver at that time, he told me we had to wait until the
train whistle blew. Then he would take me to the station for security7
reasons and because | was a stranger in town. Everything went along
as planned. | was back home in New Orleans at 10:00 o'clock that

night.
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Mrs. Mcghee arrived in New Orleans on a Friday. Immediately
Mrs. Mcghee was sent to a private home for security, where she
stayed 11itil the time for the meeting.

The Wi illie Mcghee Defense Fund meeting was held in the
community center. At eight o’clock Mrs. Mcghee was brought to the
meeting. A large number of people came to hear Mrs. Mcghee speak
about her son. Before the meeting started, Mrs. Mcghee
seated on the platform. My job that night was to be a bodyguard for
Mrs. Mcghee.

Despite the tight security and secrecy in communication, the
pkins about Willie Mcghee's defense leaked out. Two plain clothes
detectives found out about the meeting and were sitting in the
audience. Some white workers found out about the detectives
presence and passed the word down. The oite who was in charge of
the meeting advised Mrs. Mcghee not to speak too much about the
case, because the detective was in the audience. Several spoke on
Wi illie Mcgheefs case. Some speakers came from the civil rights
organization, some from labor, and | spoke on the case also. Before
Mrs. Mcghee spoke, we collected donations for Willie Mcghee's
defense fund.

My subject was the straggle of Black workers in the South. |
called for freedom and complete emancipation for the workingclass
as a whole.

Mrs. Mcgheefs message was brave and strong. She told
ever\rone to keep up the good work and continue fighting for the
rights of the poor people, because the people would win.

Nevvsreporters were present at the meeting. Pictures were

Ch fS Mpw Orlpan<s ?>/ 104



taken of Mrs Mcghee and all the people on the platform and the
audience. After ttie meeting Mrs. Mcghee was taken back to a secure
plcice to spend the night. The next morning Mrs. Mcghee went back
home to Mississippi.

After this period, | was no longer able to be involved in the
case. | was facing problems and had to take extreme precautions, s o,

| didp 'tknQw the outcome of the Willie Mcghee case.
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Subj:  Reflections on Black History # 40: Fourth Cook on a Railroad Diner
Date: 98-06-22 02:19:47 EDT

Frewn:  TRemingsf

To: Sunreport

BCC: BIkSchlr

6-21-98
Dear Editors and Readers,

Thoma$ Fleming's story has now reached Ns railroad
yeans, when he worked for the Southern Pacific from
1927 to 1932, traveling all overthe West Coast and
as far east as Chicago. His stories are notjust
about railroads; they include his observations aix>ut
black life in all the cities he visited, the labor
movement, and the main historical events that took
place during this period.

You are welcome to reprint these columns or post
them on a website with no restrictions. Thank you
for your continued support ofthis project. Fleming
receives a lot of email, and responds to every one.

Sincerely,

Max Millard
Assistant to Thomas Flemir®

REFLECTIONS ON BLACK HISTORY
By Thomas C. Fleming
Column 40: Fourth Cook on a Railroad Diner

Hie growth ofthe American railway system dunng the
last days ofthe 19th century saw an ever-growing
number of black men, and some black women, among the
hundreds ofthousands who worked for the railroads.

In the South, they not only served in the stewards
department, but laid track and worked as locomotive
engineers, firemen, brakemen and conductors. This
ended when the Big Four train unions, which
represented these four professions, became
established on virtually all American railroads in

the earty 20lh century and excluded blacks from
membership.

After that, blacks were confined to being porters,
dinir™ car crew, maintenance workers in the railroad
yards and redcap porters who woriced the terminals in
most towns in America. The baggage handlers were
called redcaps because oftheir distinctive head
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gear, which was usually a cap with a red top.

The Pullman Company, wNch operated the Pullman
sleefMng cars, hired the porters, maids and barbers
for their care, plus the attendants who woriced in
the club cars and the obsenation cars, which were
found on ail ofthe fast luxury trains. The
observation cars, located on the rear ofthe train,
had an outside platfoim with chairs for anyone who
wished to have an outside-the-car look at the
country as the train sped on toward its destination.

When Iwas hired by the Southern Pacific Railroad in
Oakland, California in 1927, diesel trains were

stiil in the luture, and the old reliable steam hog

was still the pride ofthe rall lines. The diesels

did not comjietely replace the steam locomotives
until the 1950s.

As the fourth cook on a dining car, | was primarily
the dishwasher, but! had to peel potatoes, clean /
vegetables, and help with whateverthe chefor /
second cook asked me to do. They'd put you on the
flying pan sometimes; they were supposed to be
teaching you how to become a cook. Then you got
promoted to third cook, second cook, and eventually
chef.

When ! entered the dining car for the first time,

the chefgave me a white jacket, checkered trousers
and white cap that cooks wear. Then he sent me to
the commissary with a waiter to get supplies for the
diner.

As lwalked through the railroad yard in West
Oakland, | saw the sleeping cars, chair cars,

diners, club cans, obseivation cars and baggage cars
being prepared for departure.

There were hundreds of men and women maintenance
workers, primarily black, swarming ail o\«r and

inside the cars, getting them ready for their next

trip to distant cities. Some were hosir® the cars
down or cleaning them ywth iong-handie brushes.
Others were examining the wheels and pouring oil
inside the wheel boxes.

Some were icing the car up, by placing ice in
containers at the top ofthe cars. Others were
bringing in coat, which they put in the bunkers in
the kitchens. Others were sweej*ng the cars inside,
using vacuum cleaners to pick up di«t on the felt-
covered seats, or bringing linen to the Pullman
sleeping cars. It was all very new and exciting to
me.
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The commissary was like a combination warehouse and
kitchen, which supplied all the dining cars leaving
Oakland and San Francisco. We loaded the food into a
big two-wheel hand truck. The food on trains was

much better and more plentiful, and with more

variety of menus than you have now. The Southern
Pacific had everything the public would get in

luxury hotels - ftBsh green vegetables, milk in 10-
gallon cans, cases of eggs, three kinds offish,

shrimp, and sometimes oysters and lobsters.

The Southern Pacific prepared everything in advance,
ft packaged a special flour mix for biscuits and
shortcake, and another one for hotcakes. All you had
to do was aid some milk and stir it together. For

bran muffins, they would grind up black figs and put

it all through the mixture. They gave us a lot of

pie dough at the commissary, but we had to know how
to make it ourselves in case we ran out.

The beefwas in huge slabs; the chefwould cut out
the different steaks and prime ribs. They had pork
chops, lamb chops, filet mignon and Chateaubriand.
The meat for hamburger vms ground up with a hand
operated meat grinder. When chickens were boiled for
chicken salad or chicken fricassee, the stock was
placed in gallon cans and sawed for making sauces

and gravy.

The kitchen had a big charcoal broiler and a coal-
bumir® range, with a coal bin between them. There
was a dishwashing machine with an electric motor.

The cheftook me overto a large grindstone in the
railroad yard and began to teach me how to sharpen
the knives. Most cooks had their own personal
kitchen knives and huge forks. They were very
proffsionai, and were capable of working in any
fine restaurant in the country. But most fine
restaurants wouldn't hire black chefe.

I soon learned that the well-heeled passer*ers did
not attempt to learn the names ofthe porters or
waiters while traveling. They apparently assumed
that all ofthe porters bore the name George, after
George Pullman, the manufacturer ofthe sleeping
car. Ail porters and waiters were addressed simply
as "George." This senseless name”roviding by white
travelers seemed to rile some black employees,
especially the chefe.

Most chefe mocked the waiters and porters by calling
them "George" in the most disdainlul manner. Some
waiters lis te d this and engaged in short debates
with anyone from the kitchenside who called them
"Geoige." The chef on my first trip took pride in

MoiKlay June 22,1998 America Online: BlkSohlr

Page: 3



the feet that he did not have to depend on tips from
the traveling public to earn a

Copyright 1998 by Thomas C. Fleming. At 90, Fleming

continues to write each week for the Sun-Reporter,
San Francisco” African American weekly, which he
co-founded in 1944. A 48-page book of his eariy
stories and photos is available for $3, or a 90-
minute audiotape for $5, including postage. Send
mailing adkJress to tflemingsf@ aoi.com.

(Note: a JPEG photo, titled 40train.jpg, is

available to accompany this week's column. Caption:
Southern Pacific dining car, 1945. Chef Mehan
Pierson (center), Cannis Elie (I.) and Oliver

Medlock (r.) prepare for rush of patrons as the
"Daylight*1prepares to pull out of San Francisco for
Los Angeles. Photo courtesy of David Perata, author
of Mhose Pullman Blues.")
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