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“Beneath the Golden Stairs™:

Gender, Unionization, and Mobilization
in World War 11 West Virginia

KeviN T. BARKSDALE

n January 1934, the diverse agricultural and mining community of Glen-

dale, West Virginia, became home to one of the world’s most noted toy

manufacturers: Louis Marx and Company.' In that same year, German
Chancellor Adolph Hitler emerged as the sole ruler of Germany and began
his quest for Nazi dominance. Less than a year later, United Mine Workers
of America (UMW) president John L. Lewis broke from the American Federa-
tion of Labor (AFL) to establish America’s first inclusive labor organization,
the Congress of Industrial Organizations
(CIO). These three seemingly unrelated
events ultimately collided on the banks
of the Ohio River to alter dramatically
the fortunes of many Marshall County,
West Virginia, residents. Amidst the mili-
tary preparations and industrial defense
conversion accompanying World War II,
the Marx Company’s employees, largely
female, launched a successful drive for
union recognition, ultimately establishing
the United Paper, Novelty, and Toy Work-
ers’ Union, CIO, Local 149. During the
tumultuous war years, the Toy Workers
Union negotiated with federal and state labor agencies and a determined Marx  Photo provided by

management to secure the interests of the rank and file while maintaining their ~ The Official Marx Toy
Museum of Glen Dale,
West Virginia. www.
marxtoymuseum.com

patriotic commitment to America’s war effort.

The events surrounding the Marx Toy Workers Union during World War II
demonstrates the interconnectedness of both the Marx Company and Local 149
to the regional and national labor dynamics occurring in industries across the
Ohio River Valley during industrial war conversion, wartime production, and
postwar industrial reconversion. By documenting the labor strife occurring
within one of the Ohio River Valley’s many overlooked industries, regional
scholars can move beyond the well-worn paths of larger industries (such as
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the automotive and mineral extraction and refinement industries) and begin
to broaden their analysis of the wartime working-class and regional labor
activism.

Labor historians have recently begun to incorporate female workers into
the story of America’s wartime economic transformation and the struggle to
secure and defend workers’ rights. The historiographical debate surrounding
women’s wartime labor principally centers on whether or not World War Il was
a “watershed” moment in women’s history. Historian William Chafe argues
that the labor demands of America’s wartime economy opened employment
opportunities for women, altered attitudes toward women in the public sphere,
and ultimately paved the way for women’s postwar “drive for equality.”
More recent historians have challenged Chafe’s assertions, arguing that the
changes ushered in by the wartime economy were “modest,” short-lived, or
non-existent. These scholars point to the persistence of job “sex-typing,” the
rigid “gender division of labor,” and the postwar “resurgence of domesticity”
as proof of the absence or ephemeral nature of any wartime changes.’

The story of the Marx toy workers offer historians a unique perspective
into the gender dynamics accompanying World War II. The relative small-
scale of the Glendale operation, the composition of the workforce, and the
radical differences between the production of toy automobiles and munitions
makes comparing the toy industry to other wartime industries challenging.
In studies of the automotive and aircraft industries, Ruth Milkman, Sherrie
A. Kossoudji, Laura J. Dresser, and Sherna Berger Gluck examine pre-war,
male-dominated industries whose enormous wartime production demands
required the utilization of large numbers of new female workers to fill pro-
duction quotas and positions that men vacated during the war.* The diverse
realities of women’s wartime experiences are perhaps best explored through
more focused studies. Marc Scott Miller’s examination of the textile industry
in Lowell, Massachusetts, during World War II is an excellent example of the
value of local studies in unraveling the complex and disparate wartime experi-
ences of female workers.s

orld War II had a dialectical effect on the female workers at the

Glendale toy plant. Marx management continued to exclude the

workforce at the Marx factory, comprised primarily of female
employees before, during, and after the war, from managerial, technically chal-
lenging, and physically demanding positions throughout the 1940s. Despite
the persistence of gender discrimination at the Marx plant and in America’s
postwar economy, World War II did usher in some dramatic opportunities
for women workers, one of the most important of which was the increased
participation of women in CIO labor unions. As women emerged as labor
leaders and activists, the CIO became one of the “primary vehicles” upon which
women confronted sexual discrimination in the workplace. Despite the CIO’s
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postwar failure to challenge the sexual status quo, many women remained
committed to their unions.c The female employees of the Marx Company
participated in the organization and activism of Local 149 and retained their
leadership positions after the war.

he small town of Glendale, incorporated in 1924, lies north of Mounds-

ville and south of Wheeling, West Virginia.” With its location on the

Ohio River in Marshall County, Glendale is situated in the heart of the
Ohio River Valley’s coal mining, chemical manufacturing, and iron and steel
producing region, the “Wheeling steel industrial district.”* The Marx Company
quickly emerged as one of Marshall County’s principal industries, providing
much needed employment and revenue for depression-ridden West Virginia.
From 1934 to 1939, the Marx Company proved to be financially successful,
ultimately expanding its factory and work force.” The national emergence of
the CIO in 1935, whose widely expanded membership base and willingness
to allow rank and file leadership
signaled a new phase in collec-
tive labor autonomy and action,
mirrored the expansion of the
Marx Company.® The CIO’s
influence immediately targeted
West Virginia’s mineral extrac-
tion and resource manufacturing
sectors. The emergent labor ac-
tivism (which the establishment
of the CIO inspired), the Great
Depression, and the working
conditions in the Marx factory
led quickly to the mobilization
of the Glendale workers. As early as 1939, Marx workers engaged in orga-
nizational efforts to establish a local union for their toy plant.

Prior to unionization, working conditions in the Glendale plant proved to
be less than favorable. Management streamlined the production of toy auto-
mobiles by using the “piecework system,” which required each employee to
reach a rigidly maintained daily quota.? Marx management divided production
into several specific departments, including press and shear operators, oven
operators, die setters, painters, packers, and assembly room workers. The
Marx Company also followed a strict gender division of labor that excluded
women from operating the heavier machinery and engaging in the more techni-
cal aspects of toy production.” The gender inequalities within the Marx plant
proved to be less of a concern than the immediate dangers and production
pressures placed on the workers under the piecework quota system.

Describing the working conditions in the Glendale plant before the estab-
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lishment of the union, Angeline “Sally” Miller, the first female production

worker hired at the Glendale plant in 1934, paints a grim picture of her pre-

union experiences:
I'had an accident, and I think I was new. Everyone was new. So I went
to my foreman Mr. Silver [and said that] my press is repeating. It’s go-
ing up and down. He said, “Well I’ll be over in a little while.’... You see
that was when you didn’t have a union. I could have gone to someone
and said my press is repeating, then they [union representative] would
say quit working...They told me that they had a guard on the press.
They told me that when you run a press that the guard will knock
your hand away and not to be afraid. So I went back a third time and
said Mr. Silver my press is repeating and I’m kind of afraid. He said it
will be alright. When I went back [to the press] the third time, and in
just a couple of minutes that press came right down. It happened so
quickly, I did not feel it. I went down to pick up a ware, and I could not
pick up a ware. Ilooked down and pulled my chair back and started
running. They [workers] grabbed a hold of me. They took me to the
hospital up here at Glendale Hospital. It smashed the fingers right off.
Then I came back to work, and Mr. Liden [another foreman] wanted
to know if I wanted to go back to the press room. He wanted me to
go the press room real bad. 1did not know what kind of job he would
give me, but I was real nervous and did not want to go. So they give
me a job at the assembly room, and I was a packer. I was a packer in
the assembly room.”

Miller also describes the Glendale plant’s failure to provide adequate
on-site medical care. She states,

Oh, how the girls use to cut their figures [fingers], and she [nurse] would
use tape to put them back together. You would see the girls getting off
the streetcars with all of their figures [fingers] wrapped with that tape.
If you would see women with their fingers [cut] off, nine times out of
ten they worked in the press room here.

Intensifying the dangers associated with the production process, management
often placed unrealistic piecework quotas on the employees.* Sally Miller
again recounted the pressures of the piecework system in 1976:

At that time, the [production] line worked individual[ly]. Each girl
worked for themselves. We didn’t get no fifteen minute break in the
morning or no fifteen minute break in the afternoon. And I think we
started at three cents an hour. We started work at eight, but all the girls
use to come in at four or five o’clock in the morning. They were afraid
they would get fired if they could not make their day’s work. I think
at that time it was 256 Ttoys] a day. [If workers did not reach their
quota] They would be after you. So then they had a platform laid out
and had stairs [overlooking the workers]. They called that the golden
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stairs...We did not make out that day, so all the girls had to tell the
foreman why we did not make out that day. I remember some women
use to take things home and assemble them and bring them back so
they could keep up. In order to keep a job back then.

Miller also addressed the lack of grievance procedures, payment for “down
time,” vacation benefits, and work breaks prior to the workers organizing
the plant.s Under oppressive working conditions, employees of the Marx
Company launched their efforts to establish a union.

Between 1939 and the end of 1940, the efforts to organize the toy workers
remained shrouded in secrecy. When asked if the management of the Marx
Company “was against the union,” Angeline Miller stated, “Oh, they were
against the union. We just had to round people up and sign [union] cards and
things.” On January 20, 1941, Marx employees held an election, directed by
the National Labor Relations Board, to determine whether the fledgling CIO
union could represent Marx employees in collective bargaining with company
officials.’s After an overwhelming vote of support from the Marx employees,
the Toy Workers Union entered into negotiations with the Marx Company
for a “wage contract™ that included a company wide wage increase of ten
cents an hour, working conditions improvements, vacation pay, and a union
shop.” The Marx Company maintained two additional regional plants, in
Girard and Erie, Pennsylvania. The union leadership at the Glendale plant
immediately sought the cooperation of the other unionized Marx plants during
these contract negotiations, but received little support from the AFL affiliated
Pennsylvania employees.

ontract negotiations continued through February and into March of

1941, and involved the mediation of John Conner, a U.S. Department

of Labor conciliator from the Huntington, West Virginia, office. De-
spite his best efforts, the talks stalled. At 7 o’clock P.M. on March 28, 1941,
after two months of negotiations, the representatives of Local 149 and CIO
representative Nicholas C. Vrataric led the Marx day-shift employees out on
strike.” Soon after, the 175 employees working the night shift walked out of
the plant and joined their fellow employees on the newly-formed picket lines.
The overwhelming support for the union and the strike (union officials called
the strike “100 percent effective”) illustrated the success of the organizational
drives of the previous two years.

Over the next six tense weeks, as union officials, flanked by regional CIO
representatives, engaged in a series of contract negotiations with Marx Com-
pany officials, the toy workers maintained a continual picket line surrounding
the plant. In a scene reminiscent of the tent cities constructed in the early 1920s
for picketing miners in the southern Appalachia coalfields, the toy workers
erected a “large tent” outside of the plant to “provide shelter for those on
picket duty.” Angeline Miller recounted her experiences on the picket lines,
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asserting, “We just went across the [railroad] tracks built a tent and went on
strike. How ‘bout it!” For the most part, the picketing “was peaceful,” with
strikers stopping only a few coal trucks from entering the plant facilities. Marx
employees also staged several demonstrations in Moundsville and Glendale
that did not result in any reported problems. The Moundsville Daily Echo
reported, “a motorcade of some two score automobiles led by Alexander
Ravitch, International Paper, Novelty, and Toy Workers Union (CIO) official,
and by a CIO sound truck. They paraded some time through the streets of the
city, most machines bearing placards urging support of the strike.”>

Another round of contract negotiations in early April resulted in a deadlock,
and the Marx workers continued to suffer under the economic pressures of
unemployment. In early April 1941, the striking toy workers applied to the
local branch of the West
Virginia Unemployment
Office for unemployment
compensation, illustrat-
ing the employee’s belief
that the strike could pos-
sibly continue for some
time. 2

s the possibilities
for a settlement
of the strike con-
tinued to erode, union
officials sent a telegram
to West Virginia Depart-
ment of Labor officials and to the newly elected West Virginia governor, Mathew
Neely, drawing their attention to the deteriorating situation in Glendale. On
May 6, 1941, West Virginia’s labor commissioner, Charles J. E Sattler, an-
nounced that another round of contract negotiations would occur under the
scrutiny of federal and state labor negotiators. Sattler stated, “that we are
very hopeful there will be a quick settlement of differences.” As union officials
prepared to enter once again into contract negotiations, they received word
from state unemployment office deputy, E.E. Koontz, that he had rejected
their petitions for unemployment compensation, stating that the toy workers’
“idleness is a result of a labor dispute and as such is not compensable under
the state law.” Union officials immediately filed an appeal with the state un-
employment compensation office in Charleston, West Virginia. Resolutions
of these unemployment compensation appeals continued for several months
following the termination of the strike.*
The second round of contract negotiations began on May 7, 1941, and
clearly benefited from Governor Neely’s direct involvement, as well as that of
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the state labor commission. After less than a week of protracted and heated
negotiations, on May 13, 1941, union officials accepted a company proposal
that granted the ten cents an hour wage increase, vacation pay, and union
recognition. Marx company officials announced that “a number of workers
returned to their jobs this morning [May 14, 1941], and all departments will
be working again as soon as possible.” The termination of the strike required
six weeks of negotiations and the involvement of West Virginia’s governor, the
state’s highest ranking labor officials, the National Labor Relations Board,
and the United States Department of Labor, but the results proved to be worth
the sacrifice. The Toy Workers Union Local 149 emerged victorious, secur-
ing rank and file support and confidence and a working contract for the toy
workers.»

For all intents and purposes, the history of the Local 149 begins with the
1941 strike. The 1941 strike forced the Marx Company to recognize the union
as both a CIO affiliated industrial union and the collective bargaining agent
for Marx employees. With this formal recognition, union officials began the
process of strengthening the union. For most of the Marx employees, Local
149 was their first experience with unionization. Both regional CIO and local
union leaders spent the next few months introducing the Glendale employees
to the union structure, CIO history, and union’s agenda. In their first meeting,
held at the Knights of Pythias Hall in Moundsville, after the conclusion of the
1941 strike, union members elected the organization’s executive committee,
established departmental grievance committees, and began their affiliation
with regional unions by electing delegates to the Tri-County Industrial Union
Council and applying to the Marshall County and West Virginia State Indus-
trial Union Councils.

hroughout the second half of 1941, Local 149 fought to secure unem-

ployment compensation and wage increases, engaged in philanthropic

community outreach programs, and assisted company officials in
securing highly-sought after defense contracts during industrial defense con-
version. On June 21, 1941, union officials held a special meeting to address
the still-lingering questions regarding unemployment compensation applied
for during the 1941 strike. After reviewing the West Virginia Unemployment
Office’s reasons for denying the claims, union officials, led by factory physi-
cian, Dr. D.B. Early, decided to appeal the decision “within twenty days.” The
appeal process stretched into 1942, but ultimately became a secondary issue
as the Marx Company, supported by Local 149, struggled to secure lucrative
defense contracts.

Community outreach emerged as one of the union’s earliest priorities and
the members of Local 149 engaged in numerous wartime civic causes and com-
munity development projects. The Marx workers sponsored an annual Labor
Day parade and picnic held in Wheeling Park, inviting other local unions to
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attend the festivities, and collected donations for the construction of a children’s
playground in Glendale. Local 149 also amassed donations throughout the
war for the United Services Organization (USO), the Red Cross Fund, vari-
ous war bond drives, and union members in the military.> Clearly the toy
workers felt a high degree of civic pride, responsibility, and war patriotism,
but Local 149 also launched these efforts to prevent the perception that union
members were unpatriotic. Wartime strikes, demands for wage increases, and
big business’s unrelenting propaganda campaigns often led many Americans
to accuse union members of being un-American, unruly, and even treasonous.
The members of Local 149 demonstrated that one could maintain both loyalty
to one’s country and a fierce working-class consciousness.

espite the CIO’s support during the 1941 strike, most members of Lo-

cal 149 remained unaware of the inner workings of the international

organization. After the Glendale workers secured victory in the 1941
strike, regional CIO officials expended a considerable amount of time and
effort to educate Marx employees regarding the history and purpose of the
CIO. As early as September 1941, the union’s regional director, Tom Starks,
gave “a very interesting and inspiring talk on the history of the Congress of
Industrial Organizations.”* Undoubtedly, Starks aimed his lecture at securing
the support of the union members and introducing the members to the CIO’s
political agenda. Over the next few years, members of Local 149 relied on the
support and direction of the international organization and the CIO regional
office depended on Local 149 for support in national and state elections, local
and regional organizational drives, and for financial support.

The establishment of grievance committees and procedures proved to be
one of the more difficult early efforts of the Toy Workers Union. Prior to the
resolution of the strike, in February 1941 the union elected the first “official”
departmental grievance committee representatives and instructed them to “have
a notebook and write down all suggestions to cover their department.” Over
the next year, the grievance procedures underwent considerable expansion
and alteration. In June 1941, the number of grievance committee members
grew to include both departmental and shift “committeemen.” In July, the
executive board established the executive grievance committee and elected two
executive committee representatives to oversee the complaints and procedures.
Most early grievances involved shift assignments, seniority rights, concerns
regarding working conditions, and of course, wage increases. For the most
part, the toy workers embraced the departmental grievance representatives
and flooded the executive committee with suggestions and complaints. How-
ever, several of the “committeemen” experienced resistance to their elevated
standing within the union structure and their efforts to work in conjunction
with company management and employees to address rank and file concerns.
Workers expressed alarm over press room grievance representative Martha
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Pyrick’s fraternization with a company foreman. Press room workers accused
Pyrick of “talking to the foreman too much” and using her position to “get
good jobs.” After attempting to resign from her position, “Sister Pyrick was
asked to keep her job as stewart [by union leadership] as she has been doing
very good work.”

In October 1941, growing worker discontent over wages re-emerged as the
central concern for Local 149. As the union struggled to draft and approve
a series of by-laws regard-
ing the union structure and
membership fining pro-
cedure, newly elected Lo-
cal 149 president Donald
Whorton and the executive
committee engaged in a
series of negotiations with
company officials concern-
ing additional company-
wide wage increases of
an additional ten cents an
hour.® Archie B. Marcus,
Marx Vice President, flatly
refused to “give any kind
of raise” and union offi-
cials immediately contacted regional CIO officials at the Wheeling Industrial
Union Council to ask for their advice on securing a raise. By mid-December,
union officials received a letter from Marcus outlining the “the steps we should
take regarding the raise.”” Negotiations for the wage increase continued
throughout 1942 and 1943, but concerns over securing defense contracts
quickly took precedence over the pay raises.

ate in 1941, West Virginia’s critical wartime industries began their

conversion from civilian production to war production. By early 1942,

“practically all of the output of the state’s leading manufacturers and
the production of the natural resource industries directly or indirectly went
into the defense or war effort.” Lucrative defense contracts, industrial expan-
sion, and employment opportunities accompanied defense conversion, and
smaller non-essential state industries scrambled to secure defense work.* At
the Glendale plant, consumer production centered on the manufacturing of
steel toy cars.» As local Marshall County industries secured defense contracts
and the newly-established War Production Board placed restrictions on steel
usage, union officials grew concerned over the possibility that the Board might
exclude the plant from wartime production conversion.* In a special meeting
held on January 17, 1942, union officials organized a committee to “go to
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Washington, D.C. and find out why [the] Marx Plant does not have defense
orders.” As the situation at the Glendale plant worsened, the union’s efforts
to secure defense contracts faltered and the federal government informed the
Marx Company that toy production had to end by June 30, 1942.»

By late April 1942, the toy workers and Marx management received word
that the War Production Board had awarded four defense contracts to the
company. Company officials informed the Marx employees that the machinery
at the Glendale plant, once used to mass-produce children’s toy automobiles,
would now produce thirty-caliber artillery shell casings.* After securing the
defense contracts, Marx management began the long, arduous task of preparing
both the employees and the plant for defense production. For the employees,
defense production required additional training, citizenship confirmation, and
a thorough government investigation of employees and management. The
conversion of the factory machinery began in early May and continued until
defense work began late in 1942,

Amid the preparations for defense work, union officials once again launched
their campaign to secure wage increases for the Marx employees. The conver-
sion of the plant to military production required the company to negotiate a
new “defense work contract” and union officials planned on using these nego-
tiations to secure the desired pay increases.* During this negotiation period,
the members of Local 149 confronted the growing pressures placed upon them
by management, the War Labor Board, and the international governing body
of the CIO to submerge their working-class interests for the patriotic cause
of winning the war.# These internal pressures created tensions within the
union and between management and union officials. In May 1942, the CIO
sent a large committee to the monthly union meeting to stress the importance
of labor’s cooperation with the war effort. D.K. Harris, leader of the CIO
delegation, briefly addressed the union members, stating, “We must win the
war with weapons of democracy and not those of Nazis.” The toy workers
needed little patriotic rhetoric to secure their support for the war effort. As
early as May 1942, union officials made plans for a flag raising ceremony
celebrating the defense work at the Glendale plant. The union also took time
out of meetings to applaud the efforts of Marshall County’s enlisted men, to
raise money to purchase war bonds, and to provide financial support for war
relief efforts.»

espite the efforts of the CIO and the high level of patriotism that the
toy workers displayed, union officials remained dedicated to securing
wage increases under the new defense contract. Once again, Marx
employees and their union proved that maintenance of working-class interests
and American wartime patriotism could exist simultaneously. As local CIO
representative Frank Lassic stated, “Life is dear, but liberty is dearer, without
liberty you might as well be dead!”# Throughout the remainder of 1942, union
officials actively engaged in contract negotiations with company representa-
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tives. Securing the ten cents an hour pay increase proved to be exceedingly
difficult; indeed, management accused union officials of being “unpatriotic.”
In a speech delivered to union officials in September 1942, Ray Van Dyne
recalled that Marx Vice President Archie B. Marcus accused union officials of
being “unpatriotic, because [they] are asking for a raise of ten cents an hour,
just when [Marcus] was trying to begin defense orders.” After meeting with
Marcus and company officials throughout October, union officials reluctantly
accepted a new defense contract on November 15, 1942. The new contract
provided for a raise of five cents an hour, as well as defense work insurance,
recognition of union seniority lists during the defense rehiring process, and
the opportunity for the Local 149 to organize the newly converted plant in
nearby McMechen. Local union officials accepted the contract, but growing
discontent within several departments almost assured the likelihood of labor
conflict in the future.* Despite the dissatisfaction over the defense work wage
structure, the Marx employees embraced the opportunity to join the war ef-
fort. By the end of 1942, workers at the Glendale plant began the production
of munitions.

uring the first four months of defense production, officials of Local

149 confronted the problems associated with defense conversion

and industrial expansion. In January, the executive committee es-
tablished a safety committee to address the new dangers associated with the
manufacturing of military ordnance. Union officials promoted the use of safety
equipment, including “safety shoes” and “defense apparel” and pressed the
company to increase its medical staff. Local 149 also confronted the growing
rank and file concern over seniority hiring practices for defense work. Prior
to defense production, Marx officials “laid off” most of the work force to
make the necessary factory conversion for military production. Bound by the
newly signed 1942 defense contract, the union contract required that the Marx
Company honor employee seniority when rehiring for defense production.
Over the next several months, representatives of the union grievance committee
addressed dozens of complaints that the company ignored seniority lists and
hired employees out of sequence. Despite growing concerns over company
hiring practices and the defense work pay scale, the Marx employees embraced
defense work and set their sights on the military’s highest award for factories
engaged in defense work, the Army and Navy “E” Flag.

In late January 1943, union officials again broached the subject of pay raises.
Officials of Local 149 sent a request to the National War Labor Board and
representatives of the CIO, in Washington, D.C., to review the wage structure
defined in the 1942 defense contract.# The year 1943 proved to be hectic for
members of the National War Labor Board, as the federal agency received
thousands of complaints, petitions, and grievances from unions confronting
many of the same wartime problems as the Marx workers.” Over the next
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three months, the National War Labor Board failed to address the petition of
Local 149, and union officials and company employees grew increasingly im-
patient to have their grievances resolved. In mid-March, union officials again
met with Archie B. Marcus to discuss renegotiating the 1942 defense contract.
Marcus refused to negotiate a new contract but offered a “small” raise. Over
the next few weeks, union officials desperately sought a conference with rep-
resentatives of the National War Labor Board and CIO officials, but received
very little acknowledgment. On Wednesday, April 26, 1 943, exasperated at the
situation, the three hundred employees of both the Glendale and McMechen
plant launched their second strike in less than two years. As the Moundsville
Daily Echo reported, “The employees are remaining away from their jobs in
protest against the failure of the War Labor Board to act on a demand for a
wage increase of two to six cents an hour,”*

ith two critical defense contracts in the balance, company represen-
tatives hastily called a meeting with union officials. The Mounds-
ville Daily Echo reported that “A.B. Marcus, vice president of
the Louis Marx Company arrived by plane in Glendale last night in order to
begin a series of conferences today in the offices of the Glendale plant.” The
negotiations that followed Marcus’s arrival illustrates just how interconnected
and essential the Glendale plant proved to be to the war effort. The ensuing
series of conferences involved participants from the National War

Labor Board, as well as a federal labor con-

ciliator, the Pittsburgh Ord-

) < nance Department, regional

| CIO representative D.K. Harris,

high-ranking officials within the

Marx Company, and a committee

comprised of members of Lo-

cal 149. By April 30, 1943,

the Marx Company presented union officials

with a new defense contract. According to union minutes recorded during

a special meeting held on that day, negotiations failed to achieve the desired

Cincinnati Museum Center, 1,y increases. Despite failing to secure their stated strike goals, union officials
g:z;;:;nztl;g:;ormz once again reluctantly accepted the new working contract.”

Three critical realities explain why the union officials accepted the new de-
fense contract. First, the CIO pressured Local 149 to “accept the recommenda-
tions of our committee [the CIO Advisory Council of the National War Labor
Board] and return to work.” Second, the National War Labor Board guaranteed
a “speedy” consideration of the union’s petition for wage increases, which
ultimately proved to be the central issue behind the walkout.® Third, rumors
spread around the Glendale plant that the War Production Board planned to
cancel the artillery shell casing contract at the Glendale plant. Together they

32 OHIO VALLEY HISTORY



combined to defeat the “unauthorized strike” maintained by the toy work-
ers. On May 3, 1943, the Moundsville Daily Echo triumphantly announced
that the “Marx Plants are Working.” The combined pressures of the 1943
wildcat strike and the increasing demand for munitions led the National War
Labor Board to resolve the labor dispute quickly. In mid-June 1943, the War
Labor Board finally reached a “settlement” of the Marx case and provided an
undisclosed pay increase for the West Virginia defense workers.*

After the conclusion of the 1943 strike, union officials once again engaged in
the day-to-day affairs of addressing grievances, supporting national, regional,
and local war relief efforts, maintaining union committees, assisting the CIO
in organizing additional regional factories, and supporting pro-labor state and
national political candidates. In October 1943, the Marx employees received
news that the War Production Board terminated the Glendale plant’s artillery
shell casing contract. The loss of the contract sent a wave of concern through
the ranks of both management and employees. In late November, Marx
management informed employees that the War Production Board granted a
petition to resume toy production for a limited period of time. In addition,
company officials secured a new defense contract, to begin December 15,
1943, to produce fragmentation bombs for the military. As unusual as it
might sound, from November 26, 1943, to January 19, 1944, workers at the
Glendale plant simultaneously produced toy automobiles and fragmentation
bombs.s» The dual production process waylaid many of the fears of the Marx
employees and provided the Marx Company with a guaranteed war contract
until the conclusion of the war.

cquisition of a new defense contract offered union officials an op-
portunity to renegotiate their newest working agreement. In January
1944, realizing that the production of fragmentation bombs posed
a much more dangerous manufacturing process than production of artillery
shell casings, union officials formed a “contract committee” to engage in
contract negotiations with the company. Local 149 officials argued that in-
creased dangers of the production process warranted wage increases that were
proportionate to the hazards that workers might incur. After the company
resistance generated during the previous two rounds of contract negotiations,
union officials realized that the 1944 contract talks required union members
“to stand solidly behind each other.”s
Late in January, after a series of contract discussions between company
management and the contract committee, both sides agreed to a “working
agreement” that left open negotiations over wages but did not halt production
of the new defense line. Union officials again sent a petition to the National
War Labor Board “explaining the situation pertaining to the bomb wage set-
up, and protesting against working at the present rate of pay, although we
will work on the bomb if necessary, and under protest, until a suitable wage
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is established.” Over the next six months, the working contract underwent
considerable revisions and company officials granted the contract committee
several important concessions. Some of the more noteworthy of them included:
“time and a half pay for working six consecutive days and all time over eight
hours in a day;” upholding maintenance of membership agreements by “having
new employees sign union cards when they fill in their personal records in the
[personnel] office;” increased vacation pay benefits; and a new wage structure
based upon a “bonus plan” established by the National War Labor Board and
Marx management. Members of the contract committee agreed to a thirty-day
trial period for the “bonus plan...rather than accepting no raise at all.” s

In May, after the thirty-day trial period expired, company officials presented the
contract committee a new contract and union officials quickly called a meeting to
vote on whether to “accept or not to accept the new contract.” Local 149 mem-
bers “read the contract article by article” and accepted all but two of the articles
in the new contract. The contract committee voted to submit the rejected articles
to the National War Labor Board for further review. CIO representative Frank
Lassick stated “that the decision for this contract rests wholly on the action of
the WLB.” Despite the concerns over the two articles in question, by May union
members had voted to accept the newest contract and await the decision of the
National War Labor Board.s

In August 1944, the board handed down its decision on the wage increases
and increased vacation pay benefits being sought by Local 149. The board once
again provided a small pay increase and an improved vacation plan for the Marx
employees and “Brother Lassick” showered praise upon the contract committee
for its efforts. Lassick stated that, “he thinks we [Local 149] are rather fortunate
in getting what we did when the Little Steel Formula and the War Labor Board
are considered. He praised the efficiency of the officers and the committee for
their past work and also the unity of the local and its officers.”

he McMechen employees of the Marx Company experienced some

dramatic changes during the second half of the year. In June, after hav-

ing previously been engaged in manufacturing seventy-five-millimeter
artillery shell casings, the McMechen plant converted to producing three-inch
artillery shells. Moreover, in July, the War Production Board awarded the Mc-
Mechen plant with the prestigious Army and Navy “E” flag as a reward for the
employees’ high level of production and low rate of worker absenteeism.** By
the end of 1944, workers at the McMechen plant produced both the three-inch
artillery shell and a sixty-millimeter artillery shell for the military.

The second half of 1944 also brought profound changes to Local 149. In
August 1944, union officials engaged in fund raising drives to support the
CIO’s National Citizens Political Action Committee and worked to establish a
local Political Action Committee for Local 149. In December, 1944, manage-
ment informed union officials that the National War Labor Board placed the
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“bombs™ being produced at both plants on the “essential list.” Therefore,
the Marx Company and its employees pressed to maintain production of the
bombs “seven days a week.” Being placed on the “essential list” provided
Marx employees with increased employment and pay opportunities, but reig-
nited concerns over the company’s seniority hiring practices.

n what seemed like an annual event, the year 1945 opened amid growing
concerns over wages and the safety of the Marx ordnance workers. In
January, union officials requested a conference with Archie B. Marcus to
renegotiate defense wages. Union officials calculated that the average day’s pay
for a Marx employee, estimated at eighteen dollars per day, fell well below the
wages of employees engaged in similar types of production in other munitions
factories. Growing discontent reemerged over the previous wage increases
that the National War Labor Board had granted
and the unwillingness of the Board to settle labor
disputes in a timely manner. Contract negotia-
tions resumed in February and only in April did
Marx officials finally offer the employees a new
contract. The members of Local 149 voted to
accept the contract, though “exclusive of the
rates of pay.” In May, after another round of ne-
gotiations, Archie B. Marcus refused to alter pay
rates and union officials once again petitioned the
National War Labor Board for a conciliator. The
meeting between the federal labor conciliator,
Marx management, and union officials occurred
in June and union officials presented the new
pay rate offer to union members at the June 10,
1945, meeting. In a vote of seventy-three for and
three opposed, union members accepted the new
pay rates.® As the war wound down in Europe
and the Pacific and the War Production Board
eliminated defense contracts, the newly secured
defense contract provided but a brief moment of
labor tranquility.
By the end of May, the War Production Board
curtailed the production of artillery shells at both = cemnen e
Marx plants and preparations began for the
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reconversion of the Marx plants for the resumption of manufacturing toys.
Newly-elected union president Edith Burgess led the union executive com-
mittee in preparations for industrial reconversion, a new round of company
rehiring, and, predictably, a new working contract. In preparing to convert
the Marx plants back to toy production, management halted production at the
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McMechen plant and began transferring senior employees back to the Glendale
facility. Returning servicemen and a group of newly- hired female press opera-
tors joined the transferred McMechen employees. Management engaged in
a repeat of the “lay offs” that occurred during the conversion process. The
reconversion period in West Virginia brought with it spiraling unemployment
figures, leaving thousands of returning servicemen and previously employed
defense workers to compete for the scarce jobs. The transformation of the
Marx workforce created enormous pressure on union officials to maintain
seniority lists, to secure employment for members, and to protect the shifts
and wages of existing and returning employees. Marx employees, eager to
resume toy production, feared that the newly-hired employees could possibly
slow down toy production and reconversion.2 Local 149 officials struggled
to secure positions for “laid off” union members, to control company-hir-
ing procedures, and to maintain support for the union during this period of
employee transition.

fter resumption of toy manufacturing in the fall, concerns over com-
pany pay rates again dominated union meetings. While attempting to
maintain seniority hiring lists and secure desired shifts and departmen-
tal placements, union officials included a request for a thirty percent “across the
board” pay increase, in a list of demands submitted to the company October
10, 1945. Union officials gave the company’s vice president, Archie B. Marcus,
seven days to respond to the wage demands in order to avoid a strike vote.s
In a letter sent on October 18, 1945, Marcus “advised the union that a thirty
percent increase could not be granted.” Union officials immediately sent let-
ters to United States Department of Labor, the National War Labor Board, the
National Labor Relations Board, and the CIO, “petitioning the conducting of
a strike vote within the plant.”s
Indications of the tensions between the rank and file and management
became apparent on October 19, 1945, when some five hundred Marx em-
ployees engaged in a “protest demonstration” in Glendale. As worker mili-
tancy increased, union officials received word from federal labor conciliator,
Martin E. Swanger, that the current union contract required a “four weeks
and two day” period of negotiations before a “strike or walkout” could be
voted upon.® Swanger advised union officials to hold all demands for wage
increases “in abeyance until after a strike vote was conducted on November
30, 1945.” As preparations began for the strike vote, Robert C. Edwards,
Chairman of the International Organizing Committee, C1O, advised Local 149
officials to attempt to “organize the Erie and Girard plants.” Edwards argued
that these plants “were holding up” wage increases and stated that the three
plants “needed to be united, regardless of which plant.” Edwards concluded
by offering union officials “any help that was needed for the strike vote” and
“to contact the international office and it [assistance] would be obtained.”#
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With the clear support of the CIO and the sanction of the U.S. Department
of Labor, union officials met on November 25, 1945, to make final preparations
for the strike vote and to “adopt a policy to be used after the strike vote has been
conducted.” Union officials prepared the secret ballots to be used for the vote,
scheduled for November 30 in the Glendale plant’s cafeteria. Local members
also gave permission to the union’s executive committee to call the strike after
the tabulation of the votes and to send a letter to company officials to begin
“negotiations as soon as possible after the strike vote has been conducted.”
On December 1 the Moundsville Daily Echo reported that “Workers of the
Louis Marx Co. plant in Glendale on Friday voted overwhelmingly in favor
of a strike if necessary to support demands for a wage increase. In balloting
conducted by the NLRB, the workers registered 287 votes for the strike and
33 against.”s At the regularly scheduled union meeting held on December
9, union officials discussed the results of the vote and made preparations for
negotiations with Archie B. Marcus, scheduled for the following day. As
1945 drew to a close and Americans reveled in the defeat of the Axis forces
and the end of the war, Marx company employees and management stood
poised on the brink of yet another conflict.

Local 149 officials began 1946 by trying desperately to avoid the looming
strike. At the first union meeting of the year, held on January 13, 1946, union
officials sent a letter to Archie B. Marcus stating:

Six weeks have elapsed since our strike vote was taken for the purpose

of obtaining a 30% wage increase. During this time only one attempt

to negotiate a settlement has been made. In view of that fact, the issue

is still alive. The recommendation was made at our regular meeting

held on January 13, 1946, that you be contacted and asked to come in

to meet with the Union Committee as soon as possible, in an attempt

to make some progress in obtaining our objective.*
Union officials also drafted letters to Alec Bail, CIO International Secretary-
Treasurer of the Playthings, Jewelry, and Novelty Workers Union, and Robert
C. Edwards, Director of the CIO Organizing Committee, requesting their
support and advice during the negotiations.” Archie B. Marcus arrived at the
Glendale plant on January 29 and offered union officials a ten percent pay
increase. Union officials rejected Marcus® offer and once again “picket lines
appeared around the Glendale plant.””

n Tuesday evening, February 19, union officials again led the em-

ployees of the Marx Company out on strike. The strike came after

negotiations engaged in that day resulted in a “deadlock,” motivating
union officials to release this statement to the press: “The company had failed
to comply with a proposed wage to follow the 18 % cent an hour increase set
up by steel and other industries and the workers have called a work stoppage
while officers and committee continue to negotiate with the company,””

SPRING 2004

37



“BENEATH THE GOLDEN STAIRS”

38

The 1946 strike proved to be the longest and most difficult walkout for the
Marx employees. Tensions emerged between union members as the “unau-
thorized” strike created internal opposition from several employees. As one
worker argued, “We should go back to work and continue negotiations, because
some of the members were not able to stand the strike insanity.” Additional
pressures mounted upon the union leaders, as ClO representative Frank Las-
sick informed the executive committee “that the [international] union officials
did not approve of the work stoppage.” Led by CIO president Philip Murray,
international union officials discouraged postwar “wildcat” strikes. CIO lead-
ers believed that the union could “trade a reconversion no-strike policy for
a new higher wage formula” and that “a rash of bitter strikes would utterly
deplete the union treasury, fragment the union, and wreck the CIO’ larger
chances of securing a strike-free across-the-board wage package.” Despite the
mounting pressures, Local 149 officials held fast with their determination to
stay out on strike, believing that “If we go back [to work] now, we will show
the company our weakness, and chances for an adequate increase would be
small. We are fighting for a principle and should stand as a unit!” Union of-
ficials hastily made plans for picketing assignments, blockading the plant, and
the next round of negotiations.”

ver the next five weeks, union representatives met with federal labor
conciliator, Martin E. Swanger, West Virginia State Labor Commissioner,
Charles J.E Sattler, and company officials in two rounds of negotiations.
Despite the proclamation of the Moundsville Daily Echo that “Friday Parley May
Break Marx Strike,” the first series of meetings, held on March 8-9, 1946, did not
result in the settlement of the strike. Union officials rejected the company’s coun-
ter-proposal of a fifteen cents an hour pay increase, stating that Marx employees
“are determined not to return to their jobs until that demand [thirty percent raise]
was met.”” The second round of negotiations took place on March 28 and 29.
During the conferences held between Marx officials and Local 149 representa-
tives, Archie B. Marcus presented union officials with a new wage proposal. The
complex pay arrangement essentially maintained the fifteen cents per hour pay
increase, but provided a wide range of production incentives and annual pay raises.
Urged by CIO representative Frank Lassick to accept the proposal, stating “that
the {contract] committee was in a bad position because of the unauthorized walk-
out, and also the forthcoming coal strike made the possibility for a larger increase
slim,” union officials voted to “accept the wage proposal.” Union representatives
quickly reserved Eagles Hall, in Moundsville, to present the company proposal to
Marx employees for a vote. On Saturday evening, Marx employees voted to end
their five-week old strike and accept the company’s third proposal. For the third
time in less than six years, members of Local 149 launched a strike thar resulted
in company concessions and wage increases.”
The chaotic events from 1941 to 1946 surrounding the United Toy Workers
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Union, Local 149, and the Marshall County Marx plants clearly illustrate the inter-
connectedness of the Ohio River Valley’s smaller industries to the war effort. During
the war years, union officials repeatedly negotiated with the National Labor Relations
Board, the War Production Board, and the National War Labor Board. Many of West
Virginia’s highest-ranking civilian and military officials, including the West Virginia
governor, state labor commissioner, and several state agencies, also participated in
the events occurring in the small community of Glendale.

Local 149 also fit into the larger context of the CIO’s international organiza-
tions. Through connections and memberships in the United Paper, Novelty, and
Toy Workers’ Union International, the Wheeling Industrial Union Council, and
the CIO, the members of Local 149 participated in the national labor dynam-
ics occurring after the Great Depression. The strikes at the Marshall County
Marx plants corresponded with larger national periods of labor unrest. The
events surrounding the 1941 strike for union recognition in Glendale reflected
the broader efforts of hundreds of thousands of American workers, both male
and female, to secure union recognition and employee rights during wartime
industrial conversion. As the tenuous agreement between business, labor, and
the federal government suffered under the violent stains of wartime production
and demand, hundreds of unauthorized “wildcat” strikes occurred in 1943 in
almost every industry engaged in defense production. Within this context, the
year’s brief strike at the Marx plants linked the West Virginia toy workers to the
growing concerns within the working-class over pay rates and working condi-
tions in America’s defense industries. Finally, the events that unfolded during the
1946 work stoppage, which accompanying industrial reconversion and labor’s
growing concerns over the postwar roll back of worker’s rights, paralleled the
national dynamics shaking America.

he production of essential military munitions in West Virginia’s only toy

factory connected the Marx employees to the millions of United States

defense workers. Many of America’s defense workers experienced the
same problems and tensions resulting from industrial defense conversion, produc-
tion, and reconversion. Scholars often focus on male-dominated, large industries,
overlooking smaller industries or those incorrectly viewed as less essential to the
war effort. They thus neglect the vital story of unionized women in wartime
workplaces.” The working-class struggles and industrial dynamics occurring
in Glendale, West Virginia, illustrates the central role these smaller industries
and marginalized female workers played in America’s war effort at home and

abroad. &
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