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parties reached an agreement.99 Having won significant improvements, the
Atlanta SCLC considered the Sears strike to be the “largest and most significant
human rights movement in Atlanta since the death of our late beloved leader Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr.”100 Finally, Williams was able to see what he considered
King’s legacy gathering momentum.
Newspapers reported that settlement of this racial labor dispute was the
greatest victory for Black people in Atlanta since the passage of the 1965 Voting
Rights Act.101 By all accounts, the Sears, Roebuck & Company strike resulted in
a victory. Company officials signed a covenant with the SCLC that confirmed the
protection of over thirty benefits. According to this agreement, not only were
employees protected from blatant discrimination, but they also received other
important well-deserved employment privileges. For example, the company
agreed to recognize Martin Luther King’s birthday as a holiday. Even more
beneficial to the workers, the overall racial distribution was to be systematically
corrected through adherence to Affirmative Action guidelines.102

Tyrone Brooks

reported that the Atlanta SCLC would work directly with Sears’ management to
ensure that the agreement was executed. 103 Williams clearly expected that this
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A reporter from The Atlanta Voice attempted to interview Mead
management regarding the strike that afternoon. He spoke to a member of
management named Mr. Zammataro who claimed that he was not authorized to
give official statements to the press. Through their conversation, the reporter
was able to elicit some of the manager’s personal views about the worker’s
actions. Zammataro stated that he believed social change was occurring too
fast, that he was leery of efforts to educate the masses, and feared too many
people attempting to gain wealth at once was detrimental to society. The
company official said:
Maybe I might be old fashion but I just don’t think anything can be solved
in this way. I grew up on the wrong side of the tracks…it might have been
harder at that time for a Black person but the Black people can make it if
they work, hard. I had some Black classmates from the ghetto in school
with me. Sure they had to work harder than others but they made it.165
Though he did not make an official company statement about the strike, his
beliefs were more revealing than he was likely aware. The black readers of The
Atlanta Voice clearly would have recognized this type of attitude as the
underlying cause for the discriminatory treatment in the workplace. In spite of
this, the article did not serve as an endorsement by The Voice. The reporter was
careful to point out that a white male picketer threatened his life if he reported
anything negative about the strike.166

166

“White Mead Worker Threaten Voice Reporter,” Voice, 29 August 1972.

74

On August 31, management created a “new mechanism” to address
employee concerns, which they called the “President’s Atlanta Employee
Council.” This committee consisted of group of company-appointed employees,
none of whom were involved in the strike. They were to serve as liaisons
between hourly employees and management. Management ran an ad in the
Atlanta Daily World, the city’s conservative Black newspaper, which read:
Mead wants to solve the problem and the company is moving in the right
direction… its employees will solve it. Communication lines have been
opened. Management and labor are talking. Don’t lose your seniority
while you are being heard. Earn a living and be heard.167
The problem with this appeal was that it completely disregarded all of the strikers’
demands. The workers had not put their jobs on the line for such a meager
response. They were not going to budge until their demands were met.
During the course of the strike, demonstrators clashed with the Atlanta
Police Department several times. The film Wildcat at Mead shows picketers
being pushed and beaten with nightsticks and dragged into paddy wagons.168
Becky Hamilton reported in an article in the The Great Speckled Bird:
People all over the country are reacting with outrage to the brutal beatings
broadcast over NBC national news – from the city ‘too busy to hate.’
Mead was getting terrible publicity. Support was building for the strike.
And no one was working! (which was bad for Atlanta’s image as a
southern city where industry comes for cheap, apathetic, unorganized
labor). 169
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Towards the end, tensions worsened. Seventy-five Mead strikers were arrested
for criminal trespass170 and held on an exorbitant $1,000 bail each. Several
members of the black business community answered Williams’s call to cover the
cost of bailing the organizers out of jail. Mortuary owner Herachel Thornton,
storeowner Charles Allen, and pastor Dr. Joseph Lowery were among those who
bonded out the strikers.171 A front-page article in The Atlanta Voice noted that
“Aides close to Williams claimed that the mass arrests and the brutality on the
part of the police, along with other actions, is an effort by the white power
structure to stop Williams’ drive to organize poor people.” 172
The Atlanta Police Department and the Fulton County District Attorney’s
office were on special alert because of the communist involvement in the strike.
The Atlanta Constitution reported that both organizations were investigating thhe
connection between Williams and the October League (M-L). They were aware
that several key October League leaders were involved in the demonstrations
and they also believed the organization was funding the strikers. Mead GM
Benetar explained that he knew that six to eight of the striking employees were
OL members, and that they passed out copies of The Red Worker at the gate.173
They believed that activists had infiltrated companies throughout the city, and
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were suspected culprits in recent bomb threats. In addition to Mead, he believed
that that OL members were organizing at General Motors and Atlantic Steel. H.G.
Bailey of the Fulton County District Attorney’s office claimed that, “They are a
well-educated and well-financed militant group that has just filtered into Atlanta
over the past year… We’ve been equaling them to the Weathermen version of
the new Communist Party.” He went on to explain that they did not carry cards
and tended to deny their membership. They preferred not to call attention to
themselves. Atlanta Police Lieutenant W.W. Holley corroborated Bailey’s report,
also confirming that his investigation showed evidence of links between the
SCLC and the OL.174
In an effort to “red bait” the organization, The Atlanta Constitution charged
that OL members were intermingling with the SCLC. While Rev. Williams
admitted that he was aware of the organization and knew that members were
participating, he insisted that they did not help organize or finance the strike. He
claimed, “Not too long ago, somebody offered $1,000 in contributions from an
anonymous source, but I told them that I had to know where any money came
from that I touch. I suspect it was the League’s money.”175 Williams went on to
state:
About the only thing that we ever had to do with these folks was the Mead
deal… They almost ruined it by trying to take over the show
themselves…“They never do any work. All they do is sit around and
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philosophize. I don’t think these folks could raise 10 people this afternoon
if their lives depended on it.”176
Williams was concerned that media focus on the communist involvement in the
strike was going to undermine his leadership and call attention away from the
workers’ demands. 177 Gary Washington recalled that, “the agenda of groups
like the October League [did not] supersede the agenda of the people that [were}
there… The black workers had determined they were going on strike.” A
newsletter called Take Off: Voice of the Mead Workers, produced by the workers
themselves said of the October League, “[they] were hired by Mead, that’s
Mead’s problem. The October League is no problem to the people.”178
In examining the surviving sources, it is clear that Williams and the
October League leaders were not strategic allies. OL literature and commentary
on the “Wildcat at Mead” film criticize William’s leadership style and philosophy.
They both wanted a victory for the workers, but that is where their similarities
ended. In a document entitled “October League Reply to the Atlanta
Constitution,” the group attempted to set the record straight concerning their
relationship with the SCLC:
176
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Ideological differences do exist between the October League and the
S.C.L.C. on the question of achieving the final solution to the problems of
the masses of poor and oppressed of all nationalities. However, a working
relationship has been built on the basis of common support for the Mead
workers’ struggle179
Additionally, William’s charismatic leadership style conflicted with the October
League’s philosophy of a democratic movement headed by the workers
themselves.
In response to the media’s efforts to undermine the workers’ claims, the
OL vehemently denied the charges made by the newspaper that “outside
agitators” coerced the workers into action. They proclaimed that “to charge as
they have, that the October League is to blame for the labor unrest in Atlanta is a
lie…The truth is that Mead and the companies like them are to blame for the
unrest.” The document then listed the complaints of racism, exploitation, and
unfair treatment that influenced the workers’ decision to take action. They also
pointed out the violence used against the workers during their peaceful
demonstrations. They summed up their argument by stating that they openly
declare their support of socialism and disdain for “greedy” capitalism.180
The negative media attention required a response from Michael Klonsky,
the October League national chairman,. He traveled to Atlanta from California to
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address the local news media at a televised press conference, where he read a
longer statement, which included the following:
Instead of accepting the workers’ demands and ending these conditions,
Mead has directed an all-out campaign of racism and anti-communism in
the press, designed to make the October League their scapegoat. Their
cries of ‘outside agitators’ and a ‘communist-inspired’ strike have served
only to expose their vicious character and their commitment to anti-worker
policies within their factory. The charges they have that the October
League is to blame for the labor unrest in Atlanta is a lie, which all of the
Mead workers are able to see through. The truth is that Mead and
companies like them are to blame for the unrest, unrest that will never
cease until the real causes are changed. It’s not the October League
which has been forcing workers to work in air that has been so filthy and
polluted with dust that several women have passed out, only to be
immediately sent back on line when they were revived. This crime has
been done by Mead Corporation. It is not the October League which has
practiced racial discrimination in their policies of hiring and promotions,
reserving all or most of the better paying jobs, the skilled jobs, for the
white workers, while the blacks are kept in the dirtiest and lowest paying
jobs…. It was Mead, not the October League, who directed the Atlanta
Police Department, to attack the Mead workers on September 21st, jailing
more than a hundred workers, and brutally clubbing the arrested workers
to the ground. To the charges of fighting to put an end to these conditions
and to this oppressive system, we the October League plead guilty.181
Klonsky asserted Mead and its collaborators had devised the red baiting
campaign to counter the challenge the strike’s allegations made to the
company’s legitimacy. Their intention was to discredit participants’ grievances.
Klonsky used this opportunity to exploit media access he otherwise would not
have had and used it as a platform to promote the October League.
On October 3, the company proposed a settlement, addressed to Rev.
Andrew. J. Young in his capacity as chairman of the Community Relations
Commission. Towards the end of the strike, Young stepped in as a mediator as
181
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he had in previous strikes. The settlement called for an immediate halt to all
protest activity, and promised in return adherence to a list of concessions. It
outlined plans for significantly improved relationship structures between
management, supervisory personnel, and hourly workers.
Mead would establish a human relations council to hear grievances, a new
protocol for handling disputes, and a mechanism – the President’s Atlanta
Employee Council - for workers to communicate with senior executives to call
attention to issues before they escalated to the level the “wildcat” strike had.
Provisions for improved safety conditions were also included. The company
approved a budget of $20,000 to install equipment that would reduce the amount
of air-born dust, and announced that they would install additional safety
equipment in the ink vat area as well as provide employees assigned to that area
rubber boots to prevent slipping. Management claimed they would investigate all
accusations of discrimination and enforce federal law protecting against
discrimination based on “race, sex, age or national origin,” and specifically
banned use of the racial slurs Nigger, Whitey, Honky, Cracker, Spade, and Boy.
It refused back pay for time missed during the strike, but allowed for non-interest
bearing loans so that employees could catch up on their bills. Additionally, it
contained mechanisms for ongoing auditing and progress reports.182
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that meetings with various representatives and workers had, “brought to light
matters of legitimate concern to all employees.” However, it also asserted that
“the company has a right by law to operate its business, those individuals who go
outside the law [will] be held accountable for their actions, and people who
withhold their labor cannot be paid for time not worked.”183 Besides those
individuals specifically banned, the majority of the strikers returned to work on
October 8.184
At a press conference, Williams declared that “We did not gain everything
sought, but we gained a whole lot more than we had when we began.” He
dismissed questions about who was responsible for reaching an agreement as
unimportant. In his typical style, Williams closed with the comment that, “The rich
live well but poor people catch hell.” He reminded the crowd that the workers
retained the right to continue to push for the demands listed in their Manifesto.
He also did not shy away from saying that he was prepared to launch a nationwide work stoppage at all Mead locations should they not live up to their
promises.185
Gary Washington confirmed that overall conditions improved significantly
after the strike. While instances of racism and problems with supervision
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persisted, incidents were isolated rather than pervasive. Management
understood that the workers were willing to take action if necessary. Even more
importantly, according to Washington, the strike exposed workers to the fact that
the company could join forces with the government and media to protect their
own elite interests, but the workers could also achieve power by banding
together. “People really learned a lesson that they never forgot; and then they
went back in with their heads up, so they had respect.”186
The Mead Packaging Plant wildcat strike resulted in a moderate victory for
the workers in that some, but not all, of their grievances were resolved. More
importantly, they learned that they had the power to stand up to inequitable
treatment in the workplace, just as those in the civil rights movement had fought
against unjust laws and treatment in the previous decade.
An unsigned editorial in The Atlanta Voice took note of the year’s strike
trend. “Atlantans seem to have been rather shaken up in recent months over
what they feel is a continuing pattern of protest around this growing city, which
disturb their peace and plans from day to day.” The editorial goes on to explain
that some in the community were paranoid that “every business, every store will
get the pickets sooner or later.” In response to this, it reminds readers of the
city’s recent past, of the fact that black moderates initially opposed lunch counter
sit-ins, just as they were leery of the labor unrest. “Common sense should tell us
that it would be impossible, in this short span of years that has followed to wipe
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out the prejudice, to wipe out the unfairness, and the problems to create a city
that has no racism from the spirit of ex slavers and ex slaves.” The editorial then
proposes that critics of the strike “should look around and see what other means
have won changes in the city.”187
Workers in Atlanta in 1972 recognized the power of protest. They sought
to be treated fairly, and made significant strides against the widespread practice
of overt discrimination. Institutional and subtler forms of racism, however, are
something they continue to struggle against to this day. The legacies of their
battle could be seen in the Atlanta activist community for years to come; and
some supporters have remained active in their communities over thirty years
later.
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Chapter 3
Beginning a New Era
The labor unrest that swept in Atlanta in 1972 ignited hope for activists
interested in improving the potential as well as the plight of the working class.
Victories at Holy Family, Sears, Nabisco, Mead and other companies raised
expectations for struggle in workplaces throughout the city. Both civil rights
leaders and leftist organizers attempted to harness this momentum for additional
gain. Invigorated by workers’ willingness to take action against their employers,
October League members and other like-minded leftists sought to advance their
anti-imperialist agenda. Civil Rights activists enjoyed increased community
support, even across racial lines, as moderate Atlantans worried about more
popular upheaval and wearied of the political stranglehold of the business elite.
With a racially charged mayoral campaign and the potential impending shift in
political power from white to black, most Atlantans were paying close attention to
local events. The working class protests continued in the following months, but
as Atlanta’s political landscape evolved, confrontational tactics largely gave way
to more moderate approaches and political compromise. The city’s tumultuous
transition period continued into 1973, but by the end of that year 1960s style
activism began to decrease.
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After the majority of the strikers returned to work at Mead, the forty fired
workers remained out of a job for more than four months. In the meantime, those
who did return began to realize some of the concessions won in the strike.
Management met one of the Manifesto’s demands by establishing a committee,
the Presidents Council Against Discrimination, to facilitate communication with
black workers, review the implementation of promised improvements, and
provide a platform for airing grievances. The company also agreed to recognize
the Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday for the first time in January 1973, by allowing
workers to enjoy the day off as long as they submitted a request a week in
advance. In February, Mead employees and supporters formed the Committee
to Support the Mead Workers in an effort to increase community backing of the
forty who had not yet been rehired. This committee passed out flyers, recruited
volunteers, and raised funds to ease the financial burden. Worker-activists in the
plant continued to show support by staging work slow downs, circulating
petitions, and holding fundraisers.188
After extended arbitration in Fulton County courts, the Board of Arbitrators
convened at the local Federal Mediation and Conciliation Offices on February 6,
1973, and placed votes for or against reinstatement for each defendant in the
lawsuit against key strike participants.189 Among the charges of misconduct
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under consideration by the board were “encouraging others not to cross the
picket line during the strike or giving the clenched fist salute, which the Mead
plant manager described as ‘just not acceptable in our society.’”190 In a letter
addressed to Leo Benatar, president of Mead Packaging, and Ralph Meers,
president of Atlanta Printing Specialists Union, Local 527, arbitrator Robert T.
Aimes identified those considered strike instigators – Wayne Dranznin, Sherman
Miller, Betty Bryant, Johnnie Berry, James and Suzanne Branson, Kay Nelson,
and Joseph Goodman - by denying their petition for reinstatement.191 A total of
thirty-two of the forty workers fired during the Mead strike were finally reinstated
in March.192
After the strike, the Mead Caucus of Rank and File Workers operated
legitimately as a representative group within the union, in that leadership and
management agreed to recognize the organization in meetings and negotiations.
The black caucus members began to meet regularly with white workers, some of
whom were starting to recognize that management used racism to divide them
and thwart the power of the workers and progress of the union.193 According to
Gary Washington:
The white workers didn’t understand what was going on, and they went in
to support the company, and later learned from that, the company didn’t
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have their best interests at heart. So it was a learning ground for the white
workers that scabbed and went to work.. They learned what the company
was all about.
“At a recent union meeting,” a February article in The Call noted, “the growing
unity was expressed as both black and white workers spoke of the need for a
united struggle.”194 Some of the hostility subsided and dialogue broke down
longstanding barriers. Additionally, blacks started to gain leadership roles within
the union. For example, Gary Washington remembered white co-workers
encouraging him to run for shop steward after recognizing his contributions
during the strike. In 1981, lessons from the 1972 strike were remembered and
put into practice when black and white employees joined the picket lines against
Mead together.195
Mead strategically confronted this growing sense of power and unity
among their employees, but their efforts were countered by a raised awareness
within the rank and file. Workers recognized that management attempted to
intimidate them through layoffs, a tactic often used to create an atmosphere of
insecurity. To offset such suspicion, the corporate office announced that they
were committed to “social responsibility,” a new term being used among the
business community in response to the era’s prevalent progressive activism:
Critics of American capitalism contend that corporate management is
aligned with its stockholders against the interests of the working man. In
this climate, which in a broader sense is anti-establishment in many forms,
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American business has witnessed the growth of proxy fights at annual
share holder meetings in the interest of one cause or another.196
Because Mead understood that its standing on Wall Street might be affected by
the negative image caused by worker unrest, management formed a Corporate
Responsibility Committee. Former Atlanta mayor and member of Mead’s board
of directors Ivan Allen Jr. participated in this organization, whose stated purpose
was to research reasons for discontent and open lines of communication. Their
findings were released in the 1972 annual report. Concerning the wildcat strike,
the company admitted, “though illegal, it did focus attention on some real
problems: minority promotional opportunities, a dust condition, [and] blocked
communications.”197 Additionally, a corporate officer, Paul Allemang, traveled
from headquarters in Ohio to Atlanta in hopes of improving management’s image
in the eyes of the workers – he sought to quell suspicion about further layoffs,
congratulated employees on their safety record, and shook many hands.198 An
article in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution’s business section on May 23, 1973,
reported Mead management’s actions as part of what leftist activists considered
primarily a public relations campaign. “The workers at Mead,” asserted Mike
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Raffauf in the The Great Speckled Bird, “[were] tightly organized to fight these
tactics and politically aware enough to see through them.”199
Immediately following the strike at Mead, October League leadership
began sharing lessons learned during Atlanta’s 1972 “wildcat” strikes. In
October, they launched a substantial newspaper called The Call, printed in its
entirety in both English and Spanish (El Claròn). In the introductory issue, the
editors proclaimed:
The task of party building, uniting the broad masses and preparing them
for the struggle ahead, requires a newspaper through which the
revolutionary organization can bring its views to the people. It is with this
in mind that we have begun to publish THE CALL.200
Published out of Bell Gardens, California and distributed throughout the country,
the newspaper reported on the workers’ and communist movements and gave
significant coverage to the recent and ongoing unrest in Atlanta. Both members
and non-members served on a committee to write articles. OL members and
supporters sold issues outside of gates throughout the city.
The November 1972 issue of the New Communist newsletter Spark
contained a “General Report of the Mead Strike” and an article on “Building the
Solidarity Committee at Mead,” which detailed early reflections on the preceding
months’ events, including perceived successes, failures, and implications. The
articles were published to prepare “comrades” for an upcoming labor conference,
where OL leaders hoped “the entire organization will get the benefit of the most
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advanced experience we have had in any one particular locality; it will raise our
understanding of our tasks in the shops and is bound to give the work
everywhere a big push forward.”201 New Communist activists around the country
considered the Mead “wildcat” strike a momentous accomplishment for the
movement, and viewed it as an indication that their agenda would make great
strides in the coming period.
In December 1972, October League members who worked at Nabisco
began publishing a newsletter called The Scoop. The OL used this publication to
introduce themselves to the employees:
Maybe you heard about the October League during the Mead Strike when
the newspapers started attacking us to try to break up the strike. Or
maybe you’ve heard about the Nabisco bosses and their buddies ranting
and raving about us. They say, “Communists want to break up the union,
communists want to keep trouble stirred up, communists hate white
people, communists bomb factories.” All of these are bosses lies to try to
scare people and divide the workers…
The editors advocated solidarity between white and black workers and called for
further organizing among plant workers to address unresolved grievances.
Beyond concrete problems within the plant, The Scoop attempted to convince
readers to view the capitalist system as the source of not only their problems at
work, but also the culprit behind war, racism, crime, drugs, and other social ills.
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The OL insisted that workers must organize against the ruling class and build a
socialist society.202
The January issue of The Scoop documented mixed reactions to the first
issue and addressed some of the concerns raised. They clarified their stance as
pro-union and reasserted their position against racial polarization.
The rich businessmen and factory owners are glad to see Black and white
workers split apart and fighting each other. They try to convince white
workers that they have more in common with their bosses than they do
with their black co-workers. And they try to convince Black workers that
white workers (instead of rich people) are their main enemy. All this takes
heat off the bosses, so they can make higher profits.203
Having witnessed the stark rift between black and white workers at Nabisco,
while also recognizing the black workers’ willingness to stand up against
management, the October League leadership saw great potential for party
building at the plant. In an effort to do this, the OL endeavored to raise the
workers’ consciousness by communicating through The Scoop.
With the “wildcat” strikes having captured the national spotlight among
communist organizers, New Communist Movement leaders convened in Atlanta
on Thanksgiving weekend in 1972. The agenda of this conference, entitled
“Communist Work in Factories,” was to prepare for labor actions in the near
future. Announced participants were October League members Lynn Wells and
Sherman Miller, Black Workers Congress leader Don Williams, and veteran black
labor activist Otis Hyde. Don Williams gave a talk on how to organize within
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factories, emphasized the importance of basing action on concrete conditions in
each location, and suggested the need for development of rank and file
organizations patterned on the model of Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement
(DRUM), a group that had successfully organized black workers in Detroit in the
late 1960s.204 Hyde focused on the black liberation movement and explained
that while it was important for blacks and whites to unite in struggle, it was also
crucial for blacks to remain at the forefront of their own fight for liberation.205
Additional attendees included members of the Cambridge, Massachusetts based
Boston Workers’ Congress, Baltimore’s Communist Workers’ League, New Yorkbased Red Flag League, Chicago’s Red Star League, People’s College in
Nashville, Tennessee, Association of Communist Workers from Louisville,
Kentucky, and activists from Chinatown in New York, Chicago’s ethnic
communities, and North Carolina.206 The group was tasked with creating
literature that could inform an action plan targeting US industry, particularly
automakers.207
During the time this meeting took place, a major union-sanctioned strike
was underway at the General Motors plant in Norwood, Ohio. As the national
news media covered the strike, New Communist activists recognized the
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potential impact their involvement could have. After twenty-five weeks on strike,
some of the 4,000 GM workers were growing increasingly disillusioned with their
union leadership.208 At the meeting in Atlanta, communist organizers set out to
determine how to harness the growing militancy among GM employees and other
US workers. Workshop topics included, “Building Solidarity Committees and
Rank and File Organizations,” “Question in the Plants,” “Agitation and
Propaganda,” “Strike Strategy,” and “The Upcoming Struggle in the Auto
Industry.” The OL published reports on each workshop over the following
months in The Call and produced a report that outlined their plans.
At the conference, Sherman Miller explained some of the successes and
failures the October League had experienced at Mead. The group immediately
recognized that one of the biggest weaknesses was failing to connect with white
workers. He stressed the importance of working across race lines and educating
all workers about class struggle. Miller also underscored the need to move
beyond the “advanced worker” to organize among the broad masses.209
Additionally, he advised that organizers should thoroughly research conditions in
each plant, identify key issues with which workers strongly identified, and
develop tailored campaigns based on actual grievances. Another key point of
advice was to form an organization at each plant, comprised of rank and file
workers, with democratically elected leadership. Within those organizations,
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communist members could introduce political issues and work to expand the
consciousness of the workers. Lastly, Miller urged patience and stressed the
need for a long-term vision.210
Because of his role as chairman of the Mead Caucus of Rank and File
workers and communist affiliation, Sherman Miller was among the few denied his
job; so instead of returning to the factory, he became a spokesman for the
October League.211 After the conference, Miller toured the country, touting the
October League’s doctrine, giving lectures, and showing the documentary film,
Wildcat at Mead.212 The fifty-minute film, produced by the October League
immediately following the strike as a recruiting tool, is a black and white
documentary account of actions that took place during the Mead wildcat strike.
The film depicted how the participants constructed and conveyed their
grievances, their protest methods, the communication style of their leaders, and
the role the media played in the strike. The opening scene captures the lively
energy of a general meeting, in which the participants chant loudly, clap, and
sing. Next, a female narrator gives an overview of what the film will be about
against the backdrop of soul music and images of the plant. Spoken over
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footage of the workers’ children, young black boys and girls with raised fists
wearing handmade posters bearing the slogan “This is Your Fight Too,” the
narrator explains:
[I]t was the workers themselves that were the strength of the strike.
Throughout the day to day struggles, they did the work, they took
the risks, they bore the brunt of the oppression that came down on
them. Their spirit and unity is an example for all working and
oppressed people in their struggle for dignity, human rights, and
final control of their own destiny. This film is one part of that great
struggle. (“Wildcat” 1972)
The film goes on to show strike participants in mule marches, rallies, and
confrontations with police. The filmmakers include interviews with individual
workers and clips of OL members meeting with workers to provide them an
opportunity to express why they thought a “wildcat” strike was necessary.
Repeatedly, workers emphasized the fact that the union ignored their calls for
help. The film’s narrative leaves agency in the hands of the workers, something
the OL stressed as crucial to maintaining the New Communist movement’s
integrity.
According to Sherman Miller’s observation at the end of Wildcat at Mead,
many of the workers involved were exposed to ideas that allowed them to begin
to shape the notion of “one struggle against the same oppressor.” By working
towards the personal goal of improving working conditions, formerly apolitical
workers started to connect the strike with the Vietnam war and other global
struggles. “A lot of the people in this strike have come to realize what it means to
fight for ‘power to the people.” It’s not a slogan anymore. They’re beginning to
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understand what it really means, what working class means,” expressed Miller.
The narrator concludes Wildcat at Mead by stating:
The struggle at Mead is not over. The oppression and exploitation
of the Afro-American people and all working people is being met
with continued resistance. The strike at Mead is an example of that
resistance. The great revolutionary leader, Lenin, has said that
strikes are a school for war. This school daily teaches the masses
of people that their final emancipation can only be achieved through
the revolutionary overthrow of the capitalist system. The lessons
learned at Mead are ammunition, ammunition for peoples’ struggles
all around the country. The actions of the Mead workers is a call, a
call for their brothers and sisters to join in common struggles for
liberation.213
The October League viewed the Mead strike as an opportunity for party building,
so they used the film to present information and ideas in such a way that it would
persuade the audience to sympathize with their cause. The film made the story
of the strike duplicable and portable so that it could be used as a mobilizing tool.
Through images and sound, it portrays the spirit of the strike and seeks to
convey the October League’s larger agenda. Sherman Miller was able to reach a
wide audience of leftist activists around the country when he showed the film and
lectured in Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, Baltimore, New York, and
Boston. Moreover, he raised significant funds in the process to support the
workers’ continued struggle.214
In addition to their connection to the national arena, Atlanta activists were
also associated with what they considered an international communist
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movement. They looked towards peoples’ struggles in China and Cuba as
models. When a group of eleven progressive women from all over the country
visited the Peoples’ Republic of China in November 1972, at least two women
who were active in Atlanta’s strikes attended. One Mead strike participant stated
that she “wanted to find out how workers in China make decisions and run their
own society.” Nanny Washburn, who also traveled as part of the delegation, said
that she went to “express solidarity with all my brothers and sisters over there.”215
With more exposure to international issues, progressive activists
increasingly urged workers to view their struggle as part of a global system of
oppression. Miller expressed that “workers now talk in terms of struggle against
the ‘system’ and the ‘power structure’ rather than just a strike against Mead. We
have begun to show the connections between corporate power and how
imperialism is a world front of monopoly.”216 The Atlanta Coordinating
Committee, formed by local activists as an umbrella organization of leftist groups
the previous May to reignite the city’s anti-war movement, urged unified struggle
against imperialism. Calling for participation at an anti-war rally on November 18,
1972, the ACC proclaimed:
the war in Vietnam is no accident, but an example of the inevitable
aggression that imperialism relies on to secure and increase its control
over countries for the purpose of making ever-increasing profits. At the
same time, these corporations – General Motors, Mead, Sears, Chase
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Manhattan Bank, Gulf Oil, etc. – also exploit and oppress the people of the
US. We therefore stand in opposition to US imperialism and oppose the
war, not simply as an isolated phenomenon, but as part and parcel of the
system of imperialism.217
In keeping with this focus, the organization soon changed its name to the Atlanta
Anti-Imperialist Coalition. In a demonstration held on Inauguration Day in 1973,
various local activists and supporters rallied at the state capitol. Nanny
Washburn spoke about her recent trip to the Peoples’ Republic of China, deathrow inmate and former GM worker Henry Whitlock’s sister told the crowd about
her brother’s unfair trial, and Gary Washington of the Mead Caucus of Rank and
File Workers filled in for a member who could not be there. A reporter for the
The Great Speckled Bird noted that Washington’s “speech calling for unity
among black and white workers in overcoming imperialism at home and abroad
was impromptu but couldn’t have been better if it had been prepared.” The
article further explained that, “the overall message of the day was of workers,
black and white, and all other laboring classes coming together to win the fight
against imperialism in our daily lives and in the lives of our comrades in other
countries.”218
Hosea Williams shared the ideal of opposing imperialism and the
exploitative nature of capitalism. Like the October League, he actually quoted
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Mao Tse Tung in several articles in The Atlanta Voice.219 “Black Americans must
understand that their major problem is not basically racial, it is economic; it is part
of the overall world class struggle,” he explained. 220 However, Williams also
understood the importance of practical tactics and tangible efforts, for the
problems at hand were urgent, not just theoretical and abstract. “Although
capitalism is wrong – it is exploitive – we are caught in it. Therefore we must
exploit it for all the benefits poor people can possibly receive, until such time we
can come up with an accept[able] alternative,” he urged. With this mindset,
Williams and his supporters continued doing what they did best – organizing,
marching, confronting, and exposing oppression and exploitation.
After Mead, Williams’ Dekalb/Metro-Atlanta branch of the SCLC took a
stand against South Fulton Hospital in East Point for discriminatory hiring and
promotion practices, and turning away black patients.221 At a rally, he shouted,
“when the poor white man wakes up – I know he’s asleep but if he ever wakes up
– together we can turn this country around.”222 Next, his organization stood
against the Atlanta Greyhound Bus Company for refusing to recognize the
national Amalgamated Transit Union and hiring part time workers to avoid paying
219
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benefits.223 By December, mobilization had intensified to the point where the
Metro-Atlanta SCLC announced that it was founding a “Poor People’s Union.”
Inspired by an organization called the Distributive Workers of America (DWA)
that claimed a 30,000 member base in New York, Williams partnered with the
DWA in hopes to organize the working poor in Atlanta. The group targeted
unrepresented and under-represented workers to secure health benefits,
pensions, job security, and help negotiate grievances. With an organizational
structure that mirrored a typical labor union, DWA hoped to grow to 10,000
members strong in Atlanta within a year and then move throughout the
Southeast.224 Though they never reached the intended level of success, this
ambitious goal fueled organizing attempts over the following year.
By the spring of 1973, Hosea Williams’ reputation as a strong supporter of
Atlanta’s working class was firmly established. On April 3, Rich’s Department
Store, one of Atlanta’s top corporations, became the target of protest when two
hundred fifty employees walked out to dispute racist employment practices.225 In
the days immediately preceding this action two black employees had been fired –
a foreman and the personnel manager, Ernie Brown. Brown was dismissed for
refusing to adhere to the informal quota system that limited the number of black
hires.226 Workers noted inequitable hiring and promotion policies as the main
reason for the strike. Blacks held only four out of about three hundred
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management positions throughout the Atlanta area, while the overall workforce at
Rich’s was approximately thirty percent black.227 Because Atlanta’s workers had
been organizing over the previous year, networks and support groups were
already in place.
Rich’s management relied on its prominent standing in the Atlanta
community, among both whites and blacks, to counter the strike’s affects. On
April 27, 1973, Rich’s took out a full page ad in the Atlanta Journal and
Constitution. In response to the strike and boycott, management felt the need to
communicate publicly with their supporters:
A note of thanks to our loyal friends: We want to thank all of our
employees who have made it ‘business as usual’ at Rich’s and also thank
out loyal customers who have continued to give us their patronage,
despite current inconveniences. If our service in any instance has not
been up to its usual standards lately, it is not because of any lack of
dedication or effort on the part of our working employees.” 228
Another full page Rich’s advertisement in the Journal and Constitution two days
later proclaimed that it was the company’s “Best Easter Ever” in hopes of
drawing shoppers back into the store and showing that the company was
unaffected by the strike.229 To the contrary, The Guardian reported that the
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activists call for “a black Easter” resulted in a fifty percent decrease in sales.230
On May 16, Rich’s appointed businessman Jesse Hill as the first black member
of its board of directors. Equally important, in a move that illustrated the black
elite’s close relationship with the company, members of the Martin Luther King
Center for Social Change named Rich’s board chairman Arthur J. Goldberg to
their board.231
Picketers first convened on the flagship store downtown, but after an
injunction limited assembly to three persons, they spread out to stores
throughout the city. A month into the strike, on May 5, workers organized a mule
train march from the downtown store to the home of Harold Brockey, the
Chairman of Rich’s Board of Directors. Police stopped the procession and
arrested fifty-one people, including Hosea Williams. They booked Williams on a
charge dating back to 1967, and jailed him with a set release date of June 11,
1973. Frustrated by Williams’ involvement, Rich’s president, Richard Rich,
referred to him as “a charlatan, a drunkard, and an extortionist,” at a lecture at
Emory University, which was reported in local newspapers. Williams filed a
slander lawsuit against Rich’s for $6 million, prompting Rich to issue a public
apology.232 The following week, on May 12, Ralph David Abernathy led another
march. This time, they arranged for buses to drive them through the police
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barricades so they could not be arrested and held a rally in front of Brockey’s
home.233
Unlike the unrest the previous year, some whites supported the strike.
When the first group of strikers was arrested, an estimated one-third of those
present at the candlelight vigil were white.234 Many white truck drivers, who
recognized the unequal opportunities in their department, refused to cross the
picket lines. While some blacks held positions as delivery truck drivers with top
pay at $3.75 per hour, there were no black semi-trailer drivers, a position with a
starting pay of $5.00 per hour. Even after Rich’s management sent letters
threatening that they would be replaced by black drivers, many white drivers did
not return to work.235 Though the white truck drivers held out as long as they
could, pressure from the company eventually caused them to return for fear of
permanently losing their jobs.236 When demonstrators rallied in front of Chairman
Brockey’s home, sympathetic white neighbors offered their lawns so that they
could avoid arrest and a rabbi offered his nearby synagogue as a place of
refuge.237 While the majority of the black and white workers at Rich’s remained
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polarized during the strike, the instances of solidarity and collaboration showed
marked improvement over actions the previous year. 238
After holding out for seven weeks, strikers agreed via secret ballot that
they would return to work. The result was a moderate success, as Rich’s agreed
to only a few of their demands. All strikers were rehired, though not necessarily
in their previous positions and with no back pay. One of the most significant
victories addressed a major concern and cause of the strike: Rich’s management
agreed to make improvements in their promotion practices. New job openings
had to be posted before filled, and the promotion had to be based on seniority,
experience, training, and productivity. Management agreed to meet regularly
with employees to review these practices and also set up a special grievance
committee. More notable than any specific concession, the strikers believed they
had won by exposing racist practices at Rich’s.239
In addition to employment issues, continued police brutality complaints
marred Atlanta’s “city too busy to hate” image. By the spring of 1973, mounting
police brutality in Atlanta prompted a group of concerned community members to
form the Black Citizens Committee Against Police Repression. The group aimed
to “expose the nature of the police force in Atlanta as it relates to the black
community…and expose the repressive conditions which black people are forced
to live under which generates so-called criminal acts by Black people.” The
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previous summer, two black men were shot 29 times during a robbery.240 In
February, white Atlanta police officers killed John Percy Boyd and Darnell
Winfield, and they were suspected of killing Mark Bethune, who was found dead
after a manhunt.241 In March, a 25-year old unarmed black man, Herbert Comer,
was shot and killed by an Atlanta policeman. In April, detective H.F. Pharr shot
Charles Oliver in the head.242 On June 4, Officer J.D. Roberts shot a 14-old girl
in Capital Homes housing projects when responding to her mother’s complaint
about her erratic behavior. Fortunately, the girl survived her wounds.243 By
September, the Atlanta police had killed thirteen black people.

In response,

local activist groups formed an organization called the Atlanta Anti-Repression
Commission. Sue Thrasher, a long time local civil rights activist and one of the
earliest white members of SNCC, spoke at their September meeting, where she
explained that a white officer named Bowen “has shot and killed five Black men
in the past thirty months. Four of the five were shot at least seven times.”244 In
1973, more blacks were killed by Atlanta policemen than any other comparable
city in the nation. Atlanta’s black and progressive activist community focused
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outrage on Police Chief John Inman.245 Traditional marches and protests could
not bring about the change necessary to remedy police brutality in Atlanta. This
would require a change from the top down. The coming mayoral election
presented a timely opportunity for black Atlantans to exercise their increased
power in local electoral politics.
Atlanta’s power structure changed significantly during this time period. A
racially charged mayoral campaign captured the public’s attention in 1973.
Incumbant mayor Sam Massell’s campaign slogan, “Atlanta’s Too Young to Die,”
implied that a black mayor would prove fatal to the city’s progress.246 Massell’s
platform focused on the potential economic consequences of white flight, and
supported annexation of northern suburbs for the purpose of increasing the
percentage of white citizens within city limits. He told a black audience at Butler
Street YMCA to “think white” when considering the economic future of the city,
and warned whites that their property value would decline should blacks gain
control – “It’s Cheaper to Vote Than to Move” one ad claimed.247 Additionally,
Massell sought to mar Jackson’s image by associating him with Hosea Williams’
black radical persona. An ad that ran in the October 10, 1973, Atlanta Journal
read, “The thought of a Maynard Jackson – Hosea Williams administration is
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scaring some Atlantans to death.”248 Massell unabashedly centered his
language on the race of his opponent in an attempt to appeal to conservative
whites. “One can almost see them dancing in the streets in anticipation of a black
takeover,” he said.249
Conversely, Maynard Jackson emphasized the need for biracial unity and
inclusion in his campaign strategy, aspiring to “a situation whereby grass-roots
leaders, white and black, will be sitting alongside of persons who are quite
wealthy, quite influential, and sometimes not as attuned as they need to be to
what it is really like to be living close to disaster.”250 Statements like this
resonated with much of the electoral base. Gary M. Pomerantz captured the
electorate’s feeling best in his book, Where Peachtree Meets Sweet Auburn: A
Saga of Race and Family. “To many blacks in Atlanta in 1973, Maynard Jackson
became more than just a mere candidate. He was a cause, a symbol, a spiritual
manifestation of black hopes and dreams a century old.”251 Maynard’s strategy
proved most effective, as he won 95 percent of the black vote and 17.5 percent
of the white vote, securing victory as the first black mayor of Atlanta or any other
city in the South.252
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Jackson’s victory signified the beginning of a new era in Atlanta. In his
inaugural address, Jackson declared, “We stand, not so much as a gateway to
the South, but as a gateway to a new time, a new era, a new beginning for the
cities of our land […] It is awesome to consider, but true: we stand at a decisive
point in history. Everyone knows that the Old South is dead forever.”253 He went
on to assert that it was up to Atlantans to forge a new South. While in office,
Mayor Jackson helped to open opportunities that blacks had been previously
denied and changed the racial, gender and class composition of long-standing
institutions. As Ronald Bayor pointed out in his book Race and the Shaping
…“The 1973 election was a stark reversal of the political past. Electorally, the
white business elite was reduced to junior partner in the biracial coalition.”254
Both the new city council and the school board contained a balanced number of
black and white members. Dr. Benjamin E. Mays, president of Morehouse
College, won the office of school board president. Additionally, Jackson strongly
supported Affirmative Action programs. He publicly threatened that he would
deposit city funds elsewhere if local banks did not appoint women and people of
color to their boards and implement programs that would provide them access to
executive level positions. He also ensured black businesses access to
construction contracts, particularly at the new airport, by threatening that he
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would “let grass grow on runways” if they continued to be denied a share of
business.255
One of the biggest controversies Jackson encountered during his first term
in office was his public conflict with Police Chief John Inman. Jackson
considered the black community’s uproar over incidents of police brutality and
Inman’s refusal to adhere to affirmative action guidelines as grounds for
dismissal, battling him in court twice to force him from office.256

Another

significant change was the support that Jackson’s administration gave to the
growing Neighborhood Movement, which was comprised mostly of young
relatively progressive gentrification pioneers in Atlanta’s in-town neighborhoods.
Largely in response to these activists’ efforts, a Neighborhood Planning Unit
(NPU) system was implemented as a way to give individual neighborhoods more
political clout, weakening the influence of the business elite’s former stronghold
on the way the city was run. “I will not cater exclusively to the old-line
establishment leaders of Atlanta commerce, whose wishes were often granted by
past administrations,”257 Jackson proclaimed.
Though more radical currents in Atlanta’s activist community continued to
push for more fundamental change, the majority of blacks and progressive whites
found hope in the city’s political transformation. However, while opportunities
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expanded for middle class blacks, poor blacks continued to face problems with
employment, housing, and city services. Those blacks who did gain power
encountered conflicting agendas among their constituencies. As Stone noted
“Black business leaders were motivated to pursue cooperation with the white
business elite. Black community activists, practiced in confrontation politics, had
no such incentives.”258 For example, while Hosea Williams thrived on
confrontation, his adversary Andrew Young, who just won the 5th district seat in
the United States House of Representatives, tended to take a more moderate
stance. Williams tolerated anyone who supported working-class rights while
Young, in the words of The Call “vowed to ‘run the communists out.’”259 Often,
class overshadowed race in political compromise. Throughout Maynard
Jackson’s time in office, he wavered on issues concerning working class blacks.
Much of his efforts turned out to benefit a middle class agenda. By 1977,
Jackson sided with Atlanta’s black middle class in opposition to a sanitation
workers’ strike, despite the fact that he had fervently supported their strike during
his term as vice mayor seven years earlier.260
During this transition period, currents of radicalism continued to flow in
Atlanta. Due to the recognition gained through their efforts in organizing the
city’s working class, the October League had become a key player in the New
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Communist Movement. As the Movement expanded, however, various factions
began to compete along sectarian lines. In a speech given at a Guardianorganized forum on party building in New York City on March 23, 1973, OL
chairman Michael Klonsky stated, “We’ve got to expose opportunism! We’ve got
to expose the revisionists! If we don’t fight revisionism, we’ll never be able to
defeat imperialism.”261 One example of this ultra-leftism, which directly affected
Atlanta’s progressive activist community, was OL’s takeover of the Southern
Christian Education Fund (SCEF) in 1975-7. SCEF and its predecessor
organizations had been organizing in the South for many years, and was
committed to a united front against racism regardless of ideological affiliation.
Bob Zellner,262 one of the first white members of SNCC, had joined the October
League and, along with other members, used his relationships within SCEF to
incorporate New Communist ideologies into the group’s agenda. 263 Rather than
continue their tradition of maintaining a united front in fighting racism in the
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community, OL leadership within SCEF adopted the Chinese Communist Party’s
“no united front with revisionism” policy. They drove the members and
sympathizers of the Communist Party USA (CPUSA), a group considered
revisionist, out of the organization and forced resolutions touting anti-revisionist
dogma in its literature. This resulted in an eighty percent decrease in the
circulation of their newspaper, the Southern Patriot, and eventually contributed to
major conflicts within the organization and ultimately its disbanding.264
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Epilogue and Conclusion

Though the labor unrest in 1972 is a largely forgotten chapter in Atlanta’s
past, legacies of that year’s activities are still visible today. Strike participants
and supporters chose widely diverse paths, ranging from continued activism to
climbing the corporate ladder. Some have elected to keep their past participation
in such activities a closely guarded secret, while others continue to work in their
communities and carry on some version of the struggle that they began many
years ago.
Hosea Williams continued to agitate for black rights and work for the poor
up until his death in 2000. As he had done since returning from World War II in
Savannah and during the Civil Rights Movement alongside Martin Luther King,
Jr, Williams could be found on the front lines of marches for equal rights
throughout the metro-Atlanta area for the next thirty years. In 1987, he faced the
Ku Klux Klan, leading a large group of demonstrators in Forsyth County, an area
north of Atlanta, to protest segregated conditions. Months prior to his death from
prostate cancer, he managed to celebrate the thirty-fifth anniversary of his
participation in “Bloody Sunday” by marching across the Edmund Pettus Bridge
in Selma, Alabama. His most lasting legacy is undoubtedly the Hosea Williams
Feed the Hungry organization, now run by his daughter, which provides meals,
showers, haircuts, clothing, and other services and resources for thousands of
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Atlanta’s poor and homeless on Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, and
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s birthday each year. Thousands of volunteers convene in
large sports arenas on these holidays to carry out what Williams began. Despite
criticisms Williams may have faced during his lifetime for his brash style and
confrontational tactics, his spirit lives on in that Atlantans from all walks of life
equate his name with helping the poor.
Williams’ right hand man in the Dekalb/Metro-Atlanta branch of the SCLC
during this tumultuous period in the early 1970s was fellow civil rights veteran
Tyrone Brooks. Building upon his experience organizing for the working poor in
Atlanta, he went on to join the anti-apartheid struggle. He was arrested in 1976
for protesting the Soweto massacre in Washington, DC. Brooks was first elected
to the Georgia House of Representatives in 1980 and has served in this role ever
since. During the 1980s he called for all Georgia controlled funds to be pulled
from South Africa’s white minority regime. In 2001, the House Bill 16 he
proposed to remove the confederate battle symbol (incorporated to protest
school desegregation in 1956) from the Georgia flag finally passed after a
twenty-year struggle.265
Another notable political figure in Atlanta politics was also an active
participant in the strikes in 1972. As a Nabisco employee at the time, current
Georgia State Representative Nan Orrock supported the efforts of black workers
during the strike. With a background as one of the earliest white participants in
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the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), Orrock empathized
with her fellow workers as they faced discriminatory employment conditions.
Following the strike, management attempted to fire her for her participation,
labeling her as a “trouble maker;” but as she contends, “if you’re of the opinion
that black people are inferior and can’t lead themselves, you’re obviously going
to believe the white person that’s there is the one leading.” She fondly
remembers the way the Nabisco workers and the local black community banded
together to fight for equal treatment, and notes that some of the specific
concessions realized from their efforts, such as an open-door policy with
management, representative grievance committees, and the Martin Luther King
birthday holiday are practiced to this day. She sometimes joins workers at an
annual reunion where they reminisce about and celebrate their 1972 victory,
which holds somewhat of a legendary status. Orrock moved from union and
neighborhood organizing into state politics in 1987. She has maintained a
progressive agenda throughout her political career, championing neighborhood
issues, serving as a peoples’ advocate across class lines, and holding leadership
roles in organizations such as the National Organization for Women (NOW).
Because of her affiliation with labor activists at Nabisco during that time
period, despite her respected role in the community for over forty years of
service, her political opponents stooped to a red-baiting attack during her 2002
Georgia state legislative campaign, a price she paid for simply supporting her
colleagues in their struggle for equal treatment. Despite this, Orrock won that
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election and is currently running for state senate. Her 2006 campaign web site,
www.nanforsenate.info, proudly boasts her past as a SNCC organizer and
member of the Bakery, Confectionary, and Tobacco union at Nabisco, as well as
the fact that she helped to found an alternative newspaper (Atlanta’s nationally
acclaimed progressive underground newspaper, The The Great Speckled Bird,
published from 1968 -1976). 266
Gary Washington, who served as the treasurer of the Mead Caucus of
Rank and File Workers during the strike in 1972, has remained active in Atlanta’s
progressive community since his participation in the strike. Washington had
worked in New York City’s garment industry in his late teens and took for granted
its labor tradition. When he arrived in Atlanta to attend college at Morehouse and
took a job at Mead, he was surprised at the weak status of the union. Though he
never joined the October League, he identified with what they aimed to do at
Mead and immediately became active in the organizing efforts. Because of his
dedication, Washington’s colleagues encouraged him to become shop steward
following the strike. He continued to work at Mead for over thirty years, and
noted that conditions never reverted to the level they had been prior to the strike.
Going forward, management understood that workers would no longer tolerate
blatantly discriminatory practices. In his leadership role, Washington never
stopped challenging management when workers were treated unfairly. He was
dismissed several times over the years for his actions, only to regain his position
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under union protection. As a union representative, he currently spends long
hours in meetings with co-workers to discuss grievances and resolve conflicts, a
mechanism which mirrors one of the strike’s concessions. In addition to his
union service, Washington is a widely recognized voice for labor throughout
Atlanta. As host of “Labor Forum,” progressive radio WRFG’s weekly show, he
keeps Atlantans abreast of current labor and community issues and welcomes
various guests for informative discussions. He is also a familiar face at
community meetings and rallies in support of a diverse array of progressive
agendas.
John Fletcher was active in OL’s efforts in Atlanta in 1972. Originally
from a household where both parents were educators in a racially diverse innercity neighborhood in Washington D.C., Fletcher attended Duke University. While
at Duke, he took classes on Marxism and labor history, his interest having been
peeked by hearing stories about his grandfather’s work as a railroad unionist. As
a student, Fletcher became involved in the Civil Rights Movement and liberal
Democratic political campaigns. During the late 1960s, he became increasingly
disillusioned with “the system” and began to identify with the New Left. A
contributing factor in this sentiment was his former roommate’s death in the
Vietnam War – he failed out of classes, was immediately drafted, and was killed
within months. During the tumultuous days of 1968, Fletcher’s activism took
precedence over education, and he dropped out of Duke just prior to graduation
to take a factory job in Greensboro, North Carolina, to help organize the workers.
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The network of organizations in which he was involved assigned him to Atlanta to
enter the factories and organize the workers there. Shortly thereafter, he was
present at the meeting where the October League and Georgia Communist
League unified.
Over the next few months, Fletcher worked diligently attempting to
organize workers at a local railroad company, handing out newspapers and flyers
at factory gates around the city and participating in weekly Marxist study groups.
He was assigned to work at Mead after the strike to pick up on the momentum to
organize the white workers, though he admits only moderate success. His next
assignment, along with several other organizers from Atlanta, was to move to
Birmingham, Alabama to organize steel workers. He worked in the factories in
Birmingham for several more years, was blacklisted from the steel industry, and
later fired from two other plants for his organizing activity. Today he admits only
limited success in mobilizing the workers.
By the late 1970s, the October League and New Communist Movement
had begun to unravel. During this time, he and his wife became active in the USChina Peoples’ Friendship Organization, and his wife traveled to China in 1978
as a representative of the CP (ML). Fletcher returned to school, received his
degree from Duke in 1981, and has been teaching high school social studies
outside of Birmingham for more than twenty years. Today, he serves his
community through his role as a respected teacher, remains informed on
progressive issues and scholarship, and maintains the same general belief
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system that prompted him into political action in his youth. While he has some
regrets for postponing his career, he is proud to have been on what he considers
“the right side of history.”
Wayne Draznin, one of the few white members of the Mead Caucus of
Rank and File Workers and who is featured throughout the film Wildcat at Mead,
died of cancer in 2001. As an artist, professor, and filmmaker, Draznin remained
involved in progressive political activism throughout his remaining years. His
most enduring work was as a film maker. He produced several controversial
documentaries. His film “Shell Game” investigates Shell Oil’s responsibility for
environmental destruction in Nigeria, and his final film “Mark as Another”
chronicles his cancer-ravaged body shortly before his death. (The camera
“slowly pans up his body, sparing neither scars nor genitals. A final scene shows
an eye moving closer and closer to the camera lens, until the watcher feels
watched. It is creepy – and chillingly effective – art that creates an
uncomfortable intimacy.”267 ) Right up until his death, Draznin did not shy from
making others uncomfortable with the truth of a subject. At his memorial service,
a colleague read a passage written by Ken Saro-Wiwa, the Nigerian writer,
activist, and martyr to whom Draznin had dedicated “Shell Games”: “Whether I
live or die is immaterial. It is enough to know that there are people who commit
time, money and energy to fight this one evil among so many others
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predominating worldwide. If they do not succeed today, they will succeed
tomorrow.” Friends agreed that this passage captured Draznin’s unwavering
commitment to noble causes.268
Michael Klonsky is a red-diaper baby who first became active in Students
for a Democratic Society. In 1969, he joined the Revolutionary Youth Movement,
which evolved into the October League under his leadership and eventually
became the Communist Party (Marxist-Leninist). He resigned as the CP(ML)
chairman in 1981. Klonsky went on to teach in the Chicago area, obtained a PhD
in education, and now works as an advocate for public school reform. He
proposes small schools to remedy the ills of the existing education system, and
has written several books and teaches workshops on the subject.
Sherman Miller continued organizing with the OL/CP (M-L) for the next
several years, serving as a spokesman and key organizer. By 1978, the
psychological stress endured through prolonged organizing efforts led to drug
and alcohol abuse and what Miller described as a “breakdown.” In a “SelfCriticism” written in January 1979, he attributed this breakdown to individualism
as opposed to party alignment, living in contradiction to his work (i.e. spending
90% of his time with whites, including his wife, while “leading the party’s AfroAmerican work”), guilt, and isolationism.269 Because of his behavior, the CP(ML)
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placed him on probation for several months and ultimately expelled him from the
organization on March 22, 1979.270
Neither the October League nor any other New Communist organization
ever gained massive or nationwide support. When asked why the October
League had such difficulty attracting black supporters, John Fletcher recalled a
telling encounter. He was having a discussion with one of his black coworkers
about the corrupt capitalist political system, espousing his Marxist views, and the
coworker nodded and agreed throughout his tirade. Fletcher ended by saying
that he was not going to vote in the upcoming election, and urged his friend to
abstain as well. When his friend responded by saying he was going to vote
anyway, he started to counter with all of the reasons he should not, when it
suddenly dawned on him what he was doing:
Here I’m trying to talk this black guy out of voting in 1972 when he just got
the right to vote [a few] years earlier, and had been fighting for it for two
generations, and I’m talking him out of voting, which was idiotic. I think
maybe things like that were why we didn’t make the progress we thought
we were going to.
In his opinion, they were out of touch with reality, too caught up in ultra-left
dogmatism to attract widespread support or produce significant change.
Additionally, he explained that had they had read Lenin closely enough, they
would have realized that the conditions were not rife for revolution. Employers
had not reached a point where they had run out of options rather than negotiate,
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while employees had not reached a level of dissatisfaction that would have
fueled the desire to overthrow the whole system.271
Throughout the mid-1970s New Communist organizations continued to vie
for dominance over the Movement. Having ascended to the position as the most
widely respected vanguardist group in the Maoist vein, the October League
announced their transformation into the Communist Party (Marxist-Leninist) in
1977 and elected Michael Klonsky to serve as its Chaiman and Eileen Klehr as
Vice Chairman. Both Klonsky and Klehr had been affiliated with OL’s activities in
Atlanta.272 Klonsky, Klehr and a US Maoist delegation traveled to China and
received recognition from Chinese Communist Party Chairman Hua Guofeng.
After returning, the CP (ML) took advantage of its mounting reputation to
increase its membership by twelve percent.
Carl Davidson summed up the fall of the New Communist Movement by
outlining the final period of the Communist Party (M-L) in a January 1985 issue of
Forward: Journal of Socialist Thought. His analysis pointed out some of the
successes, but focuses on the ultimate pitfalls. He felt that the organization, and
thus the movement, was destroyed by infighting and revisionism. Without strong
organizations, many sympathizers faltered in their support. According to the
article:
Thousands who were members of Marxist-Leninist organizations in the
1970s and early 1980s no longer consider themselves part of the
271
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communist movement. And growing numbers of these are no longer
active even in the mass movements – they have simply ‘burned out’ and
retreated into private life.273
He called upon remaining communist sympathizers to engage former activists in
current struggles by taking advantage of the skills and experienced they gained.
Davidson ended by noting that, “The history of revolution shows that successful
parties are mainly comprised of young people, the new and dynamic element in
their class and society…They are our first priority for the future.”274
Today’s young leftists, however, have not learned the lessons of the New
Communist Movement. Indeed, most of them are not even aware that the
movement occurred. In popular memory, “the sixties” ended in 1968. New Left
activists blew the way of the Weathermen, became absorbed by mainstream
liberalism, or were seduced to the other end of the political spectrum with the rise
of neo-conservatism. Many young progressives would be shocked to learn that
some of their professors, teachers, or neighbors, whom they might suspect of
having been hippies in their youth, actually had worked in factories organizing for
the same issues of social and economic justice that are important today. John
Fletcher expressed a sentiment likely shared by many former activists. With a
touch of humor, but sincerity, he said:
I look at guys like Harry Haywood… who were still around in the sixties
and seventies… I’m thinking maybe ten years from now as our economy
collapses under this weight of debt, and the world economy goes into a
273
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tailspin and the situation really does get bad, then maybe I’ll play that role.
I’ll crawl back out of the woodwork [and say] ‘Hey guys, I was around in
the sixties… I can help.’
Those from the New Left, no matter the path they subsequently chose in life,
carry with them the wisdom of experience. Today’s activists could potentially
benefit from dialogue with these movement veterans.
Popular memory often equates Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination with
the death of the Civil Rights Movement. King’s final work – the sanitation
workers’ strike in Memphis – could have been seen as a directive or a suggestion
for the next steps for activists to take. Either by realizing this or through natural
progression, some organizers believed the most pressing issues black
Americans faced centered on poverty and class. Accounts of minority workers
organizing, agitating, and rising up against corporations in order to enjoy of the
legal rights earned in the previous decade are largely lost. Films like Finally Got
the News document the perspective militant blacks had on labor in this period,
yet this element is typically missing from black history lessons. Michael K.
Honey’s Black Workers Remember: An Oral History of Segregation, Unionism,
and the Freedom Struggle contributed significantly to our understanding of the
role black workers played in advancing both the black community and the
working class. As one of the book’s reviewers realizes, “Black workers were not
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just part of the Civil Rights Movement in Memphis – they were the movement.”275
Direct extensions of the Civil Rights Movement agenda, these stories expand the
commonly held narrative and add to the understanding of the long Civil Rights
Movement, the wide scope of time from the 1940s to the 1970s during which
blacks struggled for equal treatment.
“Strike Fever” in Atlanta in 1972 was symptomatic of a larger
phenomenon. The confidence and experience gained through the Civil Rights
Movement and the New Left in the 1960s merged to create a dynamic force.
This energy produced a spreading wave of optimism that carried the activists well
into the 1970s. Atlanta’s political atmosphere during this period served as both
a catalyst and incubator for movement struggles.
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