
riest 79, Polish Falcons.

Two Halls, One Union
During the sitdown, Local 174 

established its headquarters and 
strike kitchen in the nearby Polish 
Falcons hall on Junction Avenue (site 
40). It was here the UAW also held its 
first mass meeting of Kelsey-Hayes 
workers the day before the sitdown.

Management had already sent out 
telegrams inviting workers to a 
meeting of its Kelsey-Hayes Em­
ployee Association, the company- 
sponsored union they tried to revive 
as a counter to the UAW. Coinciden­
tally, the company meeting was to be

the union.
On December 10, 1936, Victor

Reuther called one such strike in Depart­
ment 49, where foremen were “riding 
herd” on the men and women in the hub 
and brake-drum section. “Twenty 
minutes before the shift was to end, I 
ran and pulled the main switch and 
shouted ‘Strike! We’ve had enough of 
this speed-up!’ The call for strike action 
spread through our whole depart­
ment .. ., and we soon had an enormous 
gathering crowded around us.” When 
Reuther explained to the company’s per­
sonnel director that only his brother

held at the Dom Polski Hall (site 4), 
just a few blocks down the street 
from the Falcons.

At 10 a.m. that morning. Local 174 
held its own rally at the Falcons Hall. 
Afterwards, a crowd of several thou­
sand UAW members marched to the 
Dom Polski Hall with their tele­
grams, took over the smaller meeting, 
and passed two resolutions: to 
abolish the Kelsey-Hayes Employee 
Association, and to support the 
UAW.

could get the workers to return to their 
jobs, the production-conscious manager 
agreed to allow Walter inside the plant.

What happened next typified the 
brashness that became the UAW’s trade­
mark. Victor, speaking from atop a 
large crate, continued to “talk union” 
to a crowd of 500 workers until com­
pany officials returned with his brother. 
“I stepped off the box,” Victor 
remembered, “and Walter stepped on 
and continued with the same speech. 
Danzig [the manager] grabbed his 
trouser leg: ‘What the hell is this? 
You’re supposed to tell them to go back
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to work.’
‘I can’t tell them to do anything,’ 

Walter replied, ‘until I first get them 
organized.’ ”

Ihe company, eager to meet its supply 

contract with Ford, feared that 
retaliating against the organizers would 

only provoke a more disruptive confron­
tation with the union. But the company 
also did not want to negotiate the issues 
of production speed and overtime pay 
that won the union such support. After 
several more quickie strikes brought 
these issues to the fore, company 
managers finally retaliated, barring the 
UAW negotiating committee from the 
plant and threatening to fire anyone who 
stayed on company premises after quit­
ting time. Some 300 union supporters 
defied the company’s ultimatum and, 
following the example of Midland Steel, 
barricaded themselves inside the plant.

Removing them proved to be more 
difficult than the company anticipated. 
In these opening episodes of Detroit’s 
sitdown wave, no one had yet determin­
ed the legality of the sitdown tactic. The 
company claimed the occupiers were 
guilty of criminal trespass, but city and 
county officials refused to evict the 
peaceful protesters, particularly since 
the strikers had originally been invited 
onto company property as Kelsey-Hayes 
employees.

While public officials debated the 
point, the company tried to force the 
issue by infiltrating twelve professional 
strikebreakers into the McGraw Avenue 
complex. Entering on the fourth night of 
the occupation, their apparent goal was 
to provoke a violent incident as a pretext 
for calling in the police. But before the 
intruders could make their first move, 
UAW lookouts trapped the men in the 
plant’s infirmary. “This was a Friday 
and there were a half-dozen union 
meetings in town,” Sophia Goodlavich 
Reuther, Local 174’s secretary, later 
wrote. “We called all the unions and 
asked them to come in a body to enforce 
the picket line. When they did, there 
were a few thousand strong yelling, 
‘Throw the scabs out, throw the scabs 
out!’ ” After a brief standoff, the 
thoroughly rattled strikebreakers finally 
surrendered, leaving the plant under 
police escort.

Five days later, with Ford threatening 
to find another brake supplier, Kelsey- 
Hayes signed a truce agreement and the 
plants were evacuated. As the sit- 
downers marched out the night before 
Christmas eve, 2,000 supporters and a 
union band helped them celebrate the




