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A look to the past reveals the Participation of Blacks at our Local 599.  Prior to World War I Blacks had to compete with southern Whites and European immigrants for unskilled and semi-skilled jobs.  The few Blacks hired at Buick could only find employment in undesirable jobs. Some of the early Black workers and their families had to live in railroad box cars in the old St. John street area because of the shortage of housing.

   After World War I began European migration was halted and there was a need for some skilled and semi-skilled workers in the northern industries, according to 92-year old J. D. Dotson, who worked here at Buick since 1923, retiring in 1967.

   Blacks have always been loyal to the union cause.  Even before the acceptance of the union Blacks were attempting to join the cause.

   In the climate of separate but equal, Blacks saw the union movement as a chance to better their cause.  During this era, management pitted worker against worker, Black against White, in their attempt to make workers more productive.  Foreman were known to accept money for an employee’s job.

   Mr Dotson stated, “If you were being laid off, you could give the foreman money and he would lay someone else off.”

Conditions for Blacks at Buick were reflective of the conditions of Blacks all over during that period.  Here at Buick, Blacks were only given jobs as janitors and some of the more dangerous jobs in the foundry.

   In those days, there wasn’t any short workweek pay, workers compensation of injured on the job, or cushy production jobs, where you only worked part of the time.  That was the real world where you were paid by piecework.  If you got hurt on the job, you were fired and if your machine broke down, you went to the cafeteria to wait to see if you were going to make any money at all that day.  When you weren’t working in the factory, you had to go fishing to feed your family.

   According to Mr. Dotson, “prior to union acceptance by General Motors, if you wanted to join the union you had to do it secretly or else you would be fired.”  He recalled that when the first started the union brothers met at each other’s houses month to keep the movement secret.  Mr. Dotson said, “They even met at his house in the basement during the period.”

   The success story of Blacks at our Local reveals one important fact, Blacks stuck together.  Other Blacks living here gave Blacks coming here from the south food and shelter.

   According to an article in the Flint Journal, dated February 7, 1993, by staff writers Robert H. Cambell and Tom Wickham, “the majority of Blacks worked in the foundry and like their White counterparts, those Blacks participated in the sit-down strike in 1937.”

   Blacks in other parts of Buick like the final assembly and factory 31 didn’t participate in the sit-down strike because they weren’t involved in the production or assembly process.

