
This chapter examines the challenges Local 65 faced 

during the early years of the Cold War. Its position within 

the labor movement changed quickly once the 

Republican-dominated 80th Congress (1946–48) took 

office. By the close of 1948, the union had undergone an 

investigation by a subcommittee within the House of 

Representatives appointed by Fred Hartley and chaired 

by Charles Kersten designed to root out Communist 

activity within the New York City distributive trades. 

Local 65 had broken away from the URWEA (renamed 

the Retail, Wholesale, and Department Store Workers 

Union, RWDSU-CIO) and maintained an independent 

status with other “seceding” locals in New York City to 

form first the Distributive Trades Council (DTC), then the 

Distributive Workers Union (DWU). This chapter 

examines Local 65’s initial attempts to deal with the 

changing context that had brought it from occupying 

what it thought was a central place in the CIO to a 

marginal place outside of the increasingly anti-

Communist labor movement…. 

After Taft-Hartley had passed, labor leaders were forced 

to identify themselves as Communist or not. Top union 

leaders signing as “non-Communists” and thereby 

certifying that they were not members of the Communist 



Party enabled unions to continue to take advantage of 

the federal government’s NLRB and, perhaps more 

important, to signal to potential members and to the 

larger public that they were “safe.” Local 65 along with 

other powerful New York City-based locals within the 

URWDSEA [United Retail, Wholesale, and Department 

Store Employees of America] (and other left-led unions 

nationwide) did not sign the affidavit “as a matter of 

principle,” although they clearly would have perjured 

themselves if they had. This decision, along with Local 

65’s support of Henry Wallace, marked the union as 

“Communist-led” to all who were not familiar with it…. 

As the relationship between the International and Local 

65 took on a decidedly anti-Communist/Communist 

character, and as Local 65 prepared for its August 

contract renewals, Local 65 became the central target of 

a series of congressional hearings before a Special 

Subcommittee of the Committee on Education and Labor 

of the House of Representatives of the 80th Congress, 

the same body that had passed Taft-Hartley the year 

before. The hearings, held over thirteen days in June, 

July, August, and October 1948, generated more than 

eight hundred pages of testimony on the “Investigation 

of Communism in the New York City Distributive Trades” 



and was front-page news in The New York Times. Osman, 

Livingston, Paley, and other members of Local 65 were 

called to testify as to their own and the union’s 

“Communist” activities…. 

Examining the subcommittee’s investigation into 

Communism in the distributive trades provides the 

opportunity to analyze exactly what these congressmen 

considered “un-American.” The hearings Local 65’s 

leaders participated in were part of a larger red scare 

that was just beginning to take root. 
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Organizing and Labor Radicalism. Urbana, Illinois: 

University of Illinois Press. 2013. Pages 91-113.  



RWDSU

Full
name

Retail, Wholesale and
Department Store Union

Founded 1937

Members 60,522 (2014)[1]

Head
union

UFCW

Affiliation AFL-CIO

Key
people

Stuart Appelbaum
(president)

Office
location

New York City, United
States

Country United States

Website rwdsu.org

Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union
Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union (RWDSU) is a labor union in the
United States that is a semi-autonomous division of the United Food and
Commercial Workers. The division represents service, clerical, sales and
maintenance workers as well as employees in the citrus, food processing, tobacco,
jewelry, novelty and toy industries.
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RWDSU was created in 1937 as the United Retail Employees of America by the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO).

Clarence Coulter, then general secretary-treasurer of the Retail Clerks International Association (RCIA), was a strong supporter of
craft unionism and had suspended a number of RCIA's New York City locals for opposing this policy. The suspended locals formed
the United Retail Employees of America and affiliated with the CIO. The union experienced significant growth in the 1930s,
primarily in New York State.

In 1938, the union changed its name to the United Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union. But despite the union's successes,
many of the locals within the union criticized the national leadership for insufficient militancy.

In 1941, the union struck Gimbel's department store and won a 40-hour work week. Many large department stores in the city
followed suit.

In 1943, the union struck Montgomery Ward & Co. after management refused to comply with a War Labor Board order to recognize
the union and institute the terms of a collective bargaining agreement the board had worked out. The strike involved nearly 12,000
workers in Jamaica, New York; Detroit, Michigan; Chicago, Illinois; St. Paul, Minnesota; Denver, Colorado; San Rafael, California;
and Portland, Oregon. Ward's then cut wages and fired many union activists.
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On April 26, 1944, President Franklin D. Roosevelt ordered U.S. Army troops to seize the company's property in Chicago and
remove Ward's chairman, Sewell Avery (who was carried out of his office on the shoulders of American troops). Jesse Holman Jones,
the United States Secretary of Commerce, was installed as manager of the company's Chicago plant.

The workers again chose (via a National Labor Relations Board election) to form a collective bargaining organization in the summer
of 1944, but Montgomery Ward continued to refuse to recognize the union. On December 27, 1944, Roosevelt issued an executive
order authorizing the Secretary of War to seize all company property nationwide to force compliance with War Labor Board orders.
The seizure was upheld by a United States Court of Appeals (United States v. Montgomery Ward & Co., 150 C. 2d 369), but the
seizure was terminated in 1945 by President Harry S. Truman.

Despite the federal government's intervention, RWDSU never did achieve a firm foothold at Montgomery Ward. Union membership
at the company dropped to zero by 1948.

The Montgomery Ward strike only strengthened the criticism coming from the union's locals, who accused the national leadership of
incompetence in the planning and conduct of the strike.

Leon J. Davis had founded the independent Pharmacists Union of Greater New York in 1932 by merging a number of small medical
and clerical unions. In 1936, the Pharmacists Union became Local 1199 of the Retail Clerks International Association. Davis led the
workers on strike during the winter of 1936–1937, and won African-American pharmacists the right to join the union.

Local 1199 was among many of the progressive New York City area unions that bolted the American Federation of Labor in 1937 for
the CIO, where it became part of the United Retail Employees of America. Davis became president of Local 1199 in 1945 and an
international vice president of RWDSU in 1955.

Local 1199 was one of the first unions in America to establish a union-owned insurance plan for its members. The 1199 Benefit Plan
was formed in 1945 to provide employer-paid hospital, disability and life insurance benefits. The fund became a self-insured and self-
administered plan in 1948, and a prescription drug benefit was added in 1951.

In 1957, Local 1199 leaders made the decision to begin organizing service and maintenance workers in hospitals. By this time, the
union had organized nearly 90 percent of all pharmacy workers in New York City, and was looking to extend the benefits of union
membership to other low-paid workers in the city. Hospital service and maintenance workers was a logical extension of the union's
jurisdiction.

RWDSU organized its first hospital workers at Montefiore Hospital in 1958. Committed to a radical program of improved race
relations, helping the poor and organizing, Local 1199 quickly expanded its organizing drive to other non-profit hospitals in the city.
Under Leon Davis' leadership, the union led a 3,500-worker hospital recognition strike at seven hospitals in 1959. A strike at Beth El
Hospital in 1962-during which Davis was jailed for 30 days-helped win passage later that year of state legislation extending
collective bargaining rights to non-profit hospitals in New York.

By 1964, Local 1199 counted 20,000 members and had expanded into New Jersey. A Guild division was established that same year
for clerical, professional and technical employees. Divisions for registered nurses, pharmacists and other workers soon followed.

In 1969, the Local 1199 organizing committee decided to expand its organizing efforts to health care workers throughout the country.

In 1969, Local 1199 became involved in a major recognition strike in Charleston, South Carolina.

Workers at Medical College Hospital - most of them African-American women with little education earning only $1.30 an hour -
began to agitate for a 30 cent wage increase, desegregation of the hospital's medical staff and the end of racist treatment by white
hospital workers. White doctors and nurses openly referred to black hospital workers as 'monkey grunts' and 'niggers,' and hospital
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administrators paid white staff more for the same jobs done by blacks. Working conditions at the hospital were described by
organizers as similar to the 'plantation overseer-slave relationship.'

In the late winter of 1968, the hospital's nonprofessional workers, led by Naomi White, contacted the Southern Christian Leadership
Council (SCLC) for assistance. The SCLC asked Local 1199 - which had extensive links with the civil rights movement - to help the
workers form a union, which it did. The new union was known as Local 1199B. Mary Moultrie was elected the local's first president,
and she requested that Medical College Hospital recognize the union in February 1969. Medical College Hospital president Dr.
William McCord, a native of South Africa, agreed to meet with the union leadership to discuss their grievances. But when union
representatives arrived at his office, McCord was absent. The workers staged an impromptu protest, and the administration fired 12 of
them.

More than 300 service workers at Medical College Hospital walked off the job on March 19, 1969. The strikers demanded
recognition of 1199B, a fair grievance procedure, and a 30 cent raise (which would bring wages to the federal minimum of $1.60 an
hour). They also insisted that the hospital rehire the 12 workers.

Although strike planners intended for the strike to be peaceful, violence quickly broke out. White was arrested after exchanging
insults and blows with police officers. Strike organizers put up pickets around the Old Slave Market Museum to equate the plight of
the hospital workers with slavery. Black youths began throwing stones and bottles at police, and 1199 organizers privately admitted
that they were losing control of the strike at times.

About a week after the Medical College Hospital workers struck, a third of the service and maintenance workers at Charleston
County Hospital joined them on the picket lines. Like their peers at Medical College Hospital, the workers were overwhelmingly
black, female and poor.

Charleston police chief John F. Conroy attempted to cool things down by walking peacefully with the marchers throughout the strike.
In contrast, South Carolina governor Robert McNair responded by threatening the strikers with prison time and then placed the city
under curfew.

On May 11, over 5,000 people marched in support of the striking hospital workers-including United Auto Workers president Walter
Reuther and five U.S. Congressmen. Moultrie roused the crowd to a fever pitch by declaring, 'You thought we'd say 'Sorry, boss' and
put those handkerchiefs back on our heads. Sorry about that governor, but we just had to disappoint you.'

The strike became a national sensation, and a cause célebré among civil rights activists.

A month after the mass rally, the South Carolina legislature voted to raise pay scales for all state employees-from the governor on
down to the lowliest hospital worker. Gov. McNair ended the curfew and publicly announced that the decision to rehire the 12 fired
workers was up to Medical College Hospital administrators.

The Medical College Hospital board of trustees then met secretly with a small group of strike leaders to hammer out an agreement.
After 99 days of protest, a compromise was reached. Because South Carolina was a right-to-work state, the hospital did not feel
compelled to recognize the union. But the administration did rehire the fired workers, created a credit union for hospital employees,
and instituted a six-point grievance system.

The workers felt they had won despite the lack of union recognition.

But Local 1199B did not last. Within three years, the union had shed most of its members.

As Local 1199 expanded beyond its New York City base into Pennsylvania, Ohio and West Virginia, Davis argued that the union
needed greater autonomy from RWDSU in order to organize effectively.

Union within a union

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Naomi_White&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Southern_Christian_Leadership_Council
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_rights_movement
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Mary_Moultrie&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_McCord
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Africa
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Old_Slave_Market_Museum&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Charleston_County_Hospital&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=John_F._Conroy&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Evander_McNair
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Auto_Workers
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walter_Reuther
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Right-to-work_law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pennsylvania
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ohio
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Virginia


To Davis, it was clear that the health care union had to establish its own identity separate from the retail workers in order to attract
new members. RWDSU president Alvin E. Heaps was not opposed, so long as an overwhelming majority of the local's members
approved of the move. By this time, Local 1199 accounted for about 40 percent of the RWDSU membership. Realistically, Heaps
could not have opposed the decision to seek autonomy without causing a major split in RWDSU.

In November 1973, Local 1199 was established as a semi-autonomous organization and renamed the National Union of Hospital and
Health Care Employees (NUHHCE). The New York City district became the Drug, Hospital, and Health Care Employees Union,
Local 1199. Other areas used the 'National Union of Hospital and Health Care Employees' name, designated as 1199B, 1199C,
1199D, etc., to differentiate themselves from the New York affiliate. Davis retained the presidency of both the New York local and
the national NUHHCE union.

RWDSU and Local 1199 also agree to treat NUHHCE as a 'union within a union.' NUHHCE was permitted to contribute only one-
quarter of its per capita dues to the international union, but its representation on the RWDSU executive board was significantly
reduced.

NUHHCE used the retained per capita for organizing and administration. The union grew swiftly, organizing statewide amalgamated
local unions outside New York and New Jersey. The 'union within a union' arrangement was to NUHHCE's advantage because it gave
the image that the division was a national union of hospital and health care employees rather than a union of retail, wholesale and
department store workers.

But the agreement also gave RWDSU certain advantages as well-including large numbers of new members and increased per capita
dues flow. RWDSU was also able to project an image of an active, aggressive, feisty organization even though it had ceased to
organize new members outside the health care division.

As early as 1973, a struggle began over the future of the new organization. Leon Davis had groomed Doris Turner, an African-
American health care aide at Lenox Hill Hospital and a union member since 1959, as his successor. Nearly all of the union's
leadership and staff were white, while a majority of the membership was African-American or Latino. Davis resolved that the next
president of the national NUHHCE union had to be more representative of the membership.

But by 1980, a number of NUHHCE leaders began to express doubts about Turner's qualifications, administrative style and
temperament. Turner had built a large and loyal base of support within NUHHCE, however, and her desire to lead the union could not
be easily dismissed.

In a compromise, Turner agreed to support Henry Nicholas, a veteran 1199 organizer and vice president of the New York union, for
president of the national health care union while she ran for president of the New York affiliate. Both were elected to their respective
positions in 1981.

Merger talks, too, were in the air.

NUHHCE had come into conflict with a number of other unions while organizing new members, notably Service Employees
International Union (SEIU) Local 144. To Davis, competition was harming the labor movement's growth in health care. Merger, not
competition, seemed the best solution to union growth in the industry.

By 1980, NUHHCE represented more than 150,000 members and Davis felt that NUHHCE was large enough to consider
transforming itself, through merger, into a national health care union.

Davis had conceived of a national health care union in the mid 1960s and approached SEIU president George Hardy about a possible
dual affiliation with RWDSU. SEIU had organized health care workers in California and a few other locations, and was the second-
largest health care workers union in the AFL-CIO.

Merger debate and breakup
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In 1980, the national NUHHCE leadership approved merger talks and a 1981 merger referendum among the membership passed
easily. (The RWDSU constitution permitted affiliates to seek disaffiliation and/or dual affiliation without a vote of the RWDSU
executive board.) Turner campaigned vigorously against the merger, and convinced Heaps that NUHHCE was split on the issue.
Although more than 75 percent of the members approved of dual affiliation in the 1981 referendum, Heaps trusted NUHHCE two
weeks before its December 1981 convention—using, as justification, 'dissension' within the union.

NUHHCE immediately challenged the trusteeship in court.

In 1982, RWDSU amended its constitution to provide that an affiliate could not secede or disaffiliate without approval of the
RWDSU executive board. As such, a large contingent of Canadian RWDSU members from Saskatchewan disaffiliated from the
RWDSU. To date, the RWDSU in Saskatchewan, who are now loosely affiliated with the International longshoreman's union, are an
autonomous RWDSU presence in Canada. As of 2012, the only reference to the RWDSU in Canada is now in Saskatchewan as the
last remaining remnants of the RWDSU "International" union, the Northern Ontario Joint Counsel, disaffiliated from the parent union
in 2012. The incumbent RWDSU President, Stuart Applebalum, attempted to stop the successions but failed after several attempts
including appealing to the parent UFCW International Union.

NUHHCE then asked the AFL-CIO to charter it as a directly affiliated local union. AFL-CIO vice president Thomas R. Donahue and
several AFL-CIO executive council members privately expressed support for the request. But the AFL-CIO could not constitutionally
issue a charter without the permission of RWDSU, and turned down the charter request in February 1984.

However, on May 3, 1984, RWDSU and NUHHCE agreed to an out-of-court settlement in which RWDSU and NUHHCE agreed to
jointly request an independent charter from the AFL-CIO. The independent charter was granted by the AFL-CIO executive council
on May 7, 1984.

On June 6, 1984, the NUHHCE executive board voted to disaffiliate from RWDSU, effective October 1, 1984. A mail ballot was
issued on July 31, 1984, and the disaffiliation approved. The AFL-CIO issued its direct charter on October 1.

The loss of NUHHCE took roughly 150,000 members out of RWDSU.

RWDSU languished in the late 1940s. Other unions had begun organizing
retail workers, and many RWDSU locals were content merely to service
existing workers.

The passage of the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947 triggered a crisis within the union.
A large number of New York-area local union elected leaders refused to sign
the anti-communist affidavits required by the act. This prevented their local
unions from participating in elections sponsored by the National Labor
Relations Board. To resolve the organizing impediment, the national RWDSU
leadership suspended the local officers. Eight of the largest New York locals,
representing 30,000 to 40,000 workers, disaffiliated from the union and formed
the Distributive Workers Union.

The DWU absorbed the remnants of two other unions expelled from the CIO
for communist domination-the United Office and Professional Workers of
America (UOPWA) and the Food, Tobacco and Agricultural Workers Union-to
form the Distributive, Processing and Office Workers of America (DPOWA).

In January 1952, RWDSU unanimously adopted a resolution inviting any
disaffiliated locals to rejoin the parent union. DPOWA elections held in June
1952 led to the ouster of most DPOWA officers, removing those elected

Post-war period of merger and disaffiliation
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leaders who had opposed the anti-communist affidavit requirement. In 1954, DPOWA rejoined the RWDSU and became known as
District 65.

In 1954, the Playthings, Jewelry and Novelty Workers Union and the Distributing, Processing and Office Workers Union merged with
RWDSU.

In 1969, differences over support for the Vietnam War and the civil rights movement as well as a disagreement over organizational
procedures led once more to the disaffiliation of District 65. Joined by 10 other breakaway RWDSU unions, a new national
organization—the National Council of the Distributive Workers of America (NAWCDA)—was formed. In 1969, NAWDCA joined
the short-lived American Labor Alliance formed by the International Brotherhood of Teamsters and the United Auto Workers. In
1979, NAWDCA affiliated with the UAW.

In 1974, the Cigar Makers International Union, Samuel Gompers' old union, merged with RWDSU.[3]

In 1977, RWDSU's parent union, the Retail Clerks International Association, merged with the Boot and Shoe Workers Union to form
the Retail Clerks International Union (RCIU) and the fifth-largest union in the AFL-CIO. A year later, the Amalgamated Meat
Cutters and Butcher Workmen of North America merged with RCIU to form the United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW).

In October 1993, RWDSU merged with UFCW as a semi-autonomous affiliate. However, many of the Canadian locals of RWDSU
refused to merge and attempted to disaffiliate. RWDSU trusteed the locals, but a settlement was reached in which a majority of the
locals were permitted to secede. RW/Canada, as the new union was called, affiliated with the United Steel Workers of America. The
merger dissolved in 1999, and RW/Canada merged with the Canadian Auto Workers. The only Canadian affiliates of the RWDSU to
actually merge into the UFCW was the Northern Ontario Joint Council, and a small Local union in New Brunswick, headed by
International Representative George Vair. In the late 1990s, the New Brunswick Local of the RWDSU merged into the UFCW and in
2012 the Northern Ontario Joint Council merged into UFCW Local 175/633. As a result, RWDSU is no longer deemed to be an
international union as it has no Canadian members. RWDSU President Stuart Applebaum attempted to halt the merger between the
Northern Ontario Joint Council but failed in his efforts.

Samuel Wolchok (1937–1948)
Irving M. Simon (1948–1954
Max Greenberg (1954–1975)
Alvin E. Heaps (1976–1986)
Lenore Miller (1986–1993)
Lenore Miller, divisional president (1993–1998)
Stuart Appelbaum, divisional president (1998–present)

RWDSU v. Dolphin Delivery Ltd.
R.W.D.S.U., Local 558 v. Pepsi-Cola Canada Beverages (West) Ltd.

1. US Department of Labor, Office of Labor-Management Standards. File number 000-071. Report (http://kcerds.dol-es
a.gov/query/orgReport.do?rptId=586434&rptForm=LM2Form) submitted March 31, 2015.

2. US Department of Labor, Office of Labor-Management Standards. File number 000-071. (Search (https://www.dol.go
v/olms/))

3. "Archives of the Cigar Makers' International Union" (http://digital.lib.umd.edu/archivesum/actions.DisplayEADDoc.d
o?source=/MdU.ead.histms.0075.xml&style=ead). University of Maryland Libraries. 2007. Retrieved 2012-03-10.
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The Forgotten Union

BY
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District 65 grew powerful by organizing low-wage workers
that had been ignored by the traditional labor movement.
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e don’t make stu  anymore.” It’s one of the most common refrains of
contemporary popular discourse, and it reflects the widespread nostalgia for an
era in which workers with little formal education could get a well-paying job in the
factory down the street. It’s an attractive vision for sure, but it’s one that bears

little resemblance to our actual history.

Many women and people of color faced huge barriers to winning that kind of life for themselves and their
families. Despite popular perceptions, employment in the service sector has always exceeded
employment in manufacturing throughout the entire course of US history – even in the nineteenth
century.

Today, as agricultural and industrial employment continue their long decline, ever-growing numbers of
workers find themselves employed in the highly stratified service economy. While a relatively small
number of workers at the top of the scale are very skilled and highly paid, conditions for many service
workers are pretty miserable.

Workers in retail, fast food, and other occupations su er low wages, unpredictable shifts, and minimal or
nonexistent benefits. Unionization is severely limited, and employers fight back ferociously (and often
illegally) against worker organizing campaigns.

Of course, there is a long history behind all of this. The going wage associated with many service jobs is
the result of long-standing practices and ideas about what constitutes a “living” or “family” wage and
about who should serve whom.

Women have always been disproportionately burdened with low-paid care work, and were often forced
out of the labor market upon marriage. Similarly, low wages for African-American men and immigrant
workers were justified by their ostensibly inferior social and cultural status.

Whatever the emerging middle class of white native-born Americans wanted to pay them was better than
what they were used to, at least in the minds of employers. Laundresses, nurses, teachers, clerical
workers, porters, domestics, nannies, telephone operators, clerks, and salesgirls were all paid in
accordance with these kinds of social and cultural assumptions.

The largest of the service sector employers (e.g. Marshall Field or Bell Telephone) reaped huge profits
from these arrangements. Employers in the public sector and in health care, which employed women and
people of color in huge numbers in the country’s schoolrooms and hospitals, followed suit.

In this situation, the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century labor movement faced an enormously
difficult task: to make even the most basic gains for service workers, it would have to upend several levels
of social and cultural assumptions in addition to employers’ ingrained hostility to any kind of labor
organizing, regardless of the demographics of the workers involved.

Organizing any kind of worker was difficult in these years, but American Federation of Labor (AFL)
unions representing men in the skilled trades (plumbers, carpenters, bricklayers, etc.) began to gain a
permanent foothold in the 1880s, and unskilled and semi-skilled men employed in basic industry (auto,
electrical, steel, meatpacking) joined the ranks of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) en
masse during the 1930s.

By contrast, most service workers — even if they managed to organize with either the AFL (e.g.,
waitresses) or the CIO (e.g., clerical workers) — failed to develop organizational structures geared
toward the problems and issues specific to their sector. There were, however, a few exceptions.

A “Catch-All” Union

ne exception was New York City’s District 65 — a small but highly influential union that
fought the confines of the craft and industrial models for decades, targeting workers who
slipped through the cracks. We can learn a lot from their approach.

Known only by its number, District 65 was a “catch-all” union that organized whoever — women,
African Americans, and recent immigrants from southern and eastern Europe — and wherever it could,
paying little attention to the industry in which its members worked. Its guiding philosophy was to target
the lowest paid workers who were routinely ignored by other unions.
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New York has never been a manufacturing hub. In addition to its large construction industry, the Big
Apple has long been dominated by light manufacturing as well as services of all kinds, distribution, and
retail.

District 65 organized these sectors when they were considered to be secondary in economic and
strategic importance to manufacturing. As service, distribution, and retail have come to dominate the
US economy, the organizing strategies District 65 pioneered are quite relevant to the labor movement
today.

As a relatively small island, Manhattan didn’t have the geographical or physical capacity to develop a
large-scale manufacturing center. Instead, small businesses selling retail, wholesale, and specialty items
grew to dominate the city’s economy.

These small-scale firms, along with the transportation system and other public services, provided New
York merchants with the capacity to distribute their wares outside the city and provided even immigrant
peddlers with the possibility of eventual small-shop ownership.

The Depression put an end to that kind of growth. In 1934, in the middle of the wave of mass strikes that
would power a flurry of New Deal reform legislation, Arthur Osman and four of his coworkers organized
a wholesale clerks’ union in New York’s Lower East Side. Osman and many of his coworkers were Jewish
immigrants, working in a field that no longer provided upward mobility.

Osman and his coworkers chose to form their own union rather than affiliate with the International
Ladies’ Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) — by far the biggest labor organization in the city — which
was organized along craft lines and followed a “family wage” ideology.

Tailors and cutters (occupations dominated by men) made the highest wages while women seamstresses
and sewing machine operators, working in dingy tenements or hellacious sweatshops like the Triangle
Shirtwaist Company, remained unorganized.

Osman disagreed with how the lowest paid workers remained unorganized and refused to affiliate his
tiny wholesale clerks’ union with either the ILGWU or the United Hebrew Trades. Instead he opted to
join forces with the new CIO movement. After an argument with lead CIO organizer John Brophy,
Osman reluctantly affiliated his small union with the United Retail, Wholesale, and Employees
Association (URWEA) to form the union local that became District 65 in 1936.

But Osman had big plans for his local. As a full-time organizer for the amalgamated union, he took it in a
completely di erent direction, away from industrial organizing and toward what he called “area” or
“catch-all” organizing.

The union organized every wholesale shop on Orchard Street and eventually marched around the corner
to Broadway, organizing each shop from “top to bottom” along the way. District 65 organized not just
clerks but secretaries, sweepers, and delivery men too.

The shops’ owners, who typically employed just four to six people, signed contracts covering everyone
who worked for them. Their neighbors were often forced to do the same after word got around to workers
that the union would get you an extra few cents per hour and Saturdays o .

Osman himself had become his “own man” as District 65’s president and fought for that same kind of
respect for the people he organized — the workers that nobody else wanted.

No one in the labor movement paid much attention to Osman or District 65 until the union started
making noticeable gains. By 1941, it had fifteen thousand members and had expanded to organize
workers in second-hand clothing stores and the small warehouses maintained by wholesale shops.

But as District 65 expanded, its aggressive approach to organizing all the workers in a shop raised the ire
of the ILGWU and the Teamsters, who jealously guarded their jurisdictional boundaries.

Osman and his colleagues were undeterred. They argued that the older, more established unions
e ectively forfeited their jurisdictional rights when they ignored the needs of low-wage service workers.

By and large, District 65’s strategy of creating facts on the ground succeeded. Of the thousands of
contracts the union negotiated, only a handful were subject to major jurisdictional disputes, and those
involved the URWEA’s wholesale locals.

Because the workers District 65 organized weren’t already enrolled in another union, the URWEA
almost always awarded jurisdiction to District 65.

The Challenge of Solidarity

epresenting such a large, diverse membership base was challenging. In order to build
solidarity among its members, District 65 adopted an anticapitalist, antiracist, multi-
religious (and almost anti-sexist, but not quite) framework. Considering the union’s

birthplace, this approach wasn’t surprising.

Osman and the union’s early organizers were steeped in the radical immigrant counterculture that
thrived in the teeming Lower East Side, where socialist, communist, and anarchist activists speaking
Yiddish and a host of other languages appealed to the neighborhood’s proletarian masses. Theirs was an
unabashedly anticapitalist vision that denounced the divisions the employers sowed among workers.

The union’s guiding philosophy, combined with the unique economic geography of the areas it
organized, generated novel organizing practices. District 65’s disparate membership base —
fragmented among a vast array of small shops and warehouses throughout the city — forced it to
maintain a huge steward system consisting of one member from each shop.

The union had hundreds of stewards, who were required to attend weekly meetings, engage in intensive
organizing-training, and take labor history and economics classes. The stewards were the conduit of
information about union dues, political action, rallies, and impending strikes — everything that was
relevant to the life of the union. When a strike at a small shop was called, the stewards mobilized
hundreds of pickets from around the city and often had them all in place by lunch time.

Stewards were not just required to attend meetings and distribute information. They also had to make
sure that all the workers in their shop paid union dues because District 65 never negotiated a dues check-
o  in any of its contracts. Each union member was required to go down to the hall to pay in person; if not,
they heard about it at work the next week from their steward.
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Osman thought it was crucial that union members and organizers be in constant contact in order to build
solidarity with fellow members and take advantage of everything the union had to o er. If nothing else, a
weekly appearance at the union hall enabled members to complain.

District 65 also maintained a very active hiring hall, modeled on the International Longshore and
Warehouse Union (ILWU), another union led by militants who came out of or were influenced by the
Communist Party’s trade union milieu.

The hiring hall provided another source of solidarity for its members. In a few instances, the union used it
to desegregate all-white or all-Jewish shops, sending black workers from the hall over and over again until
the shop owner was forced to hire them.

If no jobs were available, union members worked at the hall, manned picket lines, and did anything else
the union needed. People who were looking for work sometimes joined the union for that reason alone,
and were eventually dispatched to permanent union jobs.

By the end of World War II, District 65 had a respectable number of members, its own union hall on Astor
Place, and a union-administered health insurance plan for its members. It organized recreational sports
teams, held educational classes every Saturday, brought in speakers including Martin Luther King Jr,
entertainers like Paul Robeson and Pete Seeger, and organized resort vacations in the Catskills.

Ultimately, and with some coercion, District 65 o ered its still relatively low-paid members a way of life
that bestowed an identity other than “low-wage worker.” It was grounded in a class-based identity that
sought to transcend members’ disparate racial, ethnic, religious, and gender identities. They were all
proud “65ers” who donned their famous green union buttons wherever they went.

Back to the Future

rthur Osman and the union’s second president, David Livingston, also engaged District
65’s members in the political struggles of the 1950s–1970s. The union was one of the first
to be targeted by the House Un-American Activities Committee for its Communist lineage,

and became a major player in the Civil Rights Movement.

Long before historians artificially separated the supposedly discrete “labor” and “civil rights”
movements, District 65 organized rallies in Union Square to protest Emmett Till’s murder, supported
the Montgomery bus boycott (the start of the union’s long-term relationship with Martin Luther King Jr
and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference), and worked with A. Philip Randolph to organize
the 1963 March on Washington (some of the early organizational meetings were held at District 65’s
headquarters). The union was heavily engaged in anti–Vietnam War protests and o ered some of the
women in the union a path to leadership roles by organizing book-binding shops that employed primarily
women.

By the mid-1970s, organized labor was already in the beginning stages of its long and torturous decline.
Manufacturing-sector employment in particular took a major hit, as automation, lean production, and
relocation to non-union areas in the United States and other countries drastically reduced the number of
industrial union members.

In 1969, the United Auto Workers and a small number of union allies moved to organize a “third” labor
federation, the Alliance for Labor Action (ALA), that sought to shift labor’s organizing focus from
particular jobs, industries, and crafts to workers as a whole. Eventually the ALA absorbed District 65.

Like District 65, the ALA targeted low-wage and historically unorganized workers. It was short-lived,
but nevertheless foreshadowed organizing strategies that have emerged in the past few decades.
AFSCME, SEIU, AFT, UNITE-HERE, UAW, USWA, Workers United, and almost all other unions
today organize workers on a general basis regardless of the jobs they’re in. In that sense, labor is more
“class” oriented in our era, more attuned to organization at a geographical or area level, and is more
interested in cutting across race and gender lines.

District 65 was never a giant and had many flaws. Nevertheless it provides a largely forgotten but highly
relevant example of e ective service sector organizing.
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Renegade unionism
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In the darkest years of the Great Depression, five Jewish shop
workers met and talked about their workplace on Orchard
Street in the heart of the Lower East Side of New York City
and decided to organize a union. Working as clerks at H.
Eckstein and Sons Wholesale Merchant, they specialized in
selling and delivering underwear, pajamas, and other items
of clothing to customers in the predominantly Jewish
neighborhood. Hours were long and wages were low. In the

middle of the Great Depression there was no chance for advancement. And at least one of these workers, Arthur
Osman, was a member of the Communist Party. What began as an organization of five sales clerks would become one
of the most progressive and militant left-led unions in the history of New York City. 

Renegade Union: Interracial Organizing and Labor Radicalism by Lisa Phillips is a fascinating contribution to one of the
untold stories of American labor history. It tells the story of the union that came to be known simply as District 65.
Beginning with an affiliation to the Trade Union Unity League of the “Third Period” Communist Party, the original
Wholesale Dry Goods Workers (WDGW) would rename itself and continually search for organizational affiliations
throughout its history, passing in and out of the AFL and later the CIO, and affiliating with a variety of different
international unions, like the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Workers Union, and then the United Auto
Workers. To the members who built a fighting union of minority and immigrant workers in the small shops on the
periphery of established industries, it was simply known as “65.”

The history of District 65 provides a glimpse into the politics of the Communist Party of the Depression years and on
through the period of McCarthyism and the labor movement during the Cold War. Though world politics have changed
in ways that the original founders of the union could never have imagined, much of the legacy they left behind can
serve as a resource for radicals working to build a fighting workers movement today. 

District 65 became renowned for organizing workers in the shops that the rest of the established labor movement
viewed as too small to bother with, or ignored because they didn’t fit neatly into their defined jurisdictions. It started
out organizing the sales clerks who were ancillary to the garment industries, while the three major garment unions in
New York City (the International Ladies Garment Workers Union, the Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union, and the
United Hebrew Trades) had little to no interest in organizing sales people, and instead focused on the workers involved
in the production of clothing. Likewise, District 65 began by unionizing shops of between ten and thirty workers, while
other unions in the distributive trades focused on warehouses and workplaces with larger numbers of employees. 

Not unlike the labor movement of today, many of the unions in New York City in the 1930s thought it was a waste of
resources to focus on unionizing small workplaces or thought that it was impossible to organize “dead end jobs”
because of their transitory nature or the improbability of establishing a regular base of dues paying members. Many of
the shops would go out of business in the cutthroat competition that existed between small businesses vying over a
finite customer base. Instead, District 65 focused on unionizing the most precarious jobs, and through the use of union
contracts, forced employers to hire only union members through the District 65 hiring hall. 

The use of the hiring hall was the centerpiece of the union’s strategy, which worked like this: A worker could sign up
and join the union without being employed at a unionized shop. Their name would be added to the list of union
members looking for work and, when the next job opened at a shop that was unionized, the employer would call the
union hall and ask for an employee to be sent to them. The newly signed member would then be sent on to work.
Paired with an aggressive program to unionize more and more shops across the city, the union could rely on its
members’ loyalty and would have dependable union support in each workplace, because the employer only hired
members.

What made District 65 different from other unions that employed this mechanism was a commitment to militant
enforcement of shop floor power rather than reliance on jealously guarded craft skills, yearly campaigns to organize
more and more workplaces, and a social movement unionism that cast District 65 as a defender of the class interests
of its members rather than a narrow section of the working class with specific and competing interests. 

Through the union’s power, the precariousness of employment for the many thousands of union members began to
wane, and workers were able to win more and more concessions from the bosses, and gain a measure of job security
and stability. Small employers then were as renowned as they are today for low wages, lack of benefits, irregular
scheduling, holiday work and, oftentimes, the petty tyranny of a boss who worked right alongside members of the
union. Before the success of the union’s clever strategy, the idea of permanent and stable employment for the three or
four workers at a corner candy shop, a small beauty supply store, or a button “manufacturer” with eight employees
seemed like a dream. Over the years, District 65 was able to transform thousands of precarious and incidental jobs
around New York City (and eventually as far afield as Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Newport News, Virginia) into
permanent and stable jobs by increasing the shop floor power of small groups of workers.

This was no small feat. In order to win new shops and enforce standards and work rules, District 65 made extensive
use of the strike weapon. The leaders of the union soon realized that due to the nature of the small shops competing
ruthlessly with other small employers in the area, companies were extremely vulnerable to strikes, and could be
played off against each other through a strategy of targeted workplace actions. As well, members who were
unemployed and waiting on the hiring hall list for job placement were expected to walk picket lines each week in
exchange for continuing to receive their benefits and maintaining their spot on the hiring list. In this way, District 65
knew it could count on hundreds of members maintaining a constant presence outside of struck companies, even if
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they weren’t actual employees of the shop. And members of the union took comfort knowing that if they went out on
strike, other union members would walk the pickets in the same way.

To continue to build solidarity amongst the members, District 65 was famous for hosting a dizzying array of social and
political activities at its union headquarters off Astor Place. Moe Foner, whose brother Philip, a famous US labor
historian, for a time ran the cultural and entertainment program of the union, before moving on to the same job for a
sister union, SEIU 1199. “That building was rocking seven days and nights every week,” Foner recalled. The union hall
hosted lectures on the political questions of the day, but also parties, big band concerts, art shows, and game nights.
The officers of the union found this to be an imperative part of the union culture, considering the widely divergent
background of the union’s membership, with many thousands of Black, Puerto Rican, Jewish, and Italian immigrants,
and many more participating in the union’s activities together.

A core part of District 65’s social movement unionism was an unapologetic commitment to fighting racism, from the
shop floors of New York City to the Jim Crow South. Like other unions influenced by the CP, District 65 sent its share of
members to participate in the CP-controlled civil rights organizations of the time, like the National Negro Congress.
Through the 1950s, District 65 donated thousands of dollars to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and
would host Martin Luther King Jr. every year at the union headquarters from the days of the Montgomery Bus Boycott
until his death. But unlike other unions, who were more than willing to donate money to the struggle against Jim Crow
in the South while simultaneously distancing themselves from the northern civil rights movement or ignoring racism
within their own unions, District 65 incorporated the fight for integration and the elimination of racial pay disparities
into its daily operations. 

Again, the key mechanism was the union hiring hall. District 65 studied the workplaces which they’d organized, and if a
boss seemed to have a “problem” hiring Black or Puerto Rican workers, the union resolved to integrate the shop and
push minority union members into all job categories. Phillips describes one case where, when the union suspected that
a company had rejected an applicant from the hiring hall because they were Black, it continued to send Black
applicants until one was hired. This tactic is worth considering today in certain industries where specific job categories
are highly segregated: in retail or restaurants, for instance, where typically the whiter the worker, the more likely they
are to have the best-paying server jobs, or even to be hired at all. 

Given the historic mistrust between different racial and ethnic groups in New York City, however, and considering the
initial concentration of most members in Jewish enclaves, the union had to make a political priority of recruiting Blacks
and other minorities to the union. For example, the union specifically sought to organize second-hand clothing shops
that were largely staffed by Black workers. Another tactic District 65 used was to set up an affiliated organization
called “The Friends of 65,” which served as a recruiting base and politicized community support groups throughout the
city. One of the first chapters of “The Friends of 65” was established in Harlem.

The union also made extensive use of elected shop stewards, who had a seat on the union’s General Council and who
also functioned as union organizers empowered to recruit new members from unorganized shops. The union initiated
organizer training programs for its elected stewards (who tended to be racially representative of the workforce of each
shop, which translated into a large number of Black shop stewards, and thus, elected leaders on the Council), hired a
racially diverse office staff, and supported the creation of a “Negro Affairs Committee” to deal specifically with issues
faced by Black members, along with the “Spanish Affairs Committee” and the “Jewish Affairs Committee.”

There is much more to the story of District 65, and A Renegade Union does an admirable job excavating this
fascinating chapter of US labor history. The book also covers some of the union’s more painful twists and turns in its
efforts to conform to official CP policy, including embarrassing reversals during World War II when it capitulated to the
government’s No Strike Pledge, embodied in a self-serving refusal to support a wartime strike by a rival union—an ugly
smirch on an otherwise proud history. 

The chapters covering the McCarthy era are truly heartbreaking to read too, as District 65 continued to publicly
support every foreign policy decision of the Soviet Union, and in response, the ugly machinations of the top CIO
leadership. This resulted in expulsions, raids by official AFL and CIO unions, broken strikes, and the passage of the Taft-
Hartley Act, significantly curbing the union’s power. Though the author is less versed, or perhaps less interested, in the
intricacies of left politics in this era, her history is well worth reading, with its own lessons for those of us today who
are looking for examples of how to build a fighting workers’ movement.
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benefits have not been raised
since 1992. That's 12 long

years. Much too long for injured workers
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Today that same $400 maximum benefit,
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The time for a benefit increase is now.
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