“A UNION WITHOUT WOMEN
IS ONLY HALF ORGANIZED”

Mine Mill, Women'’s Auxiliaries, and Cold War Politics

in the North American Wests

LAURIE MERCIER

THE “UNSETTLED PASTS” CONFERENCE helped merecon-
sider the permeability of borders and regions, especially regarding the
influence of ideologies on the way people think about society, culture,
and politics. Just as capital, and the power structures it has erected, has
freely crossed borders, the ideas and strategies of social movements have
also migrated, as the “international” character of U.S./Canadian labor
unions reveal. We have seldom looked closely at the cross-border rela-
tionships within unions to compare how working class women and men
absorbed, negotiated, and contested ideologies about gender, race, cap-
italism, nation, and labor.

TheInternational Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers (tummsw

or Mine Mill) had a profound influence on miners and mining commu-
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nities in both countries, particularly in the West. The union was the
successor to the Western Federation of Miners (wWeM) founded in Butte,
Montana, in 1893. Influenced by socialists, defeats of miners’ actions in
Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, and increasing mechanization and consolidation
in the industry, the wrM sought to create for western miners a more
democratic and militant alternative to the craft-oriented American
Federation of Labor. Enduring industry and government repression and
competition from the radical Industrial Workers of the World (tww), by
1916 the weM had diminished in strength. It reorganized as the rummsw,
with more conservative bread-and-butter goals, and limped along with
few locals through the 1920s. Then, with the revival of the American labor
movement in the 1930s, the Montana locals breathed new life into Mine
Milland helped organize other western, southern, eastern,and Canadian
unions. Charges of communist influence began to plague the union on
bothsides of the border even asit enjoyed strike and organizing successes.
Responding to governmental, business, and trade union anti-commun-
ism, the Canadian Congress of Labour expelled Mine Mill in 1949; the
U.S. c1o expelled it in 1950. Although this ostracism made Mine Mill
vulnerable to intense raiding by the United Steel Workers of America
(uswa) through the 1950s and early 1960s, it remarkably held on to most
of its western Canadian and U.S. locals, although its eastern unions suc-
cumbed to Cold War and Catholic Church propaganda. In 1967, facing a
more accommodating uswa leadership and a declining industry, Mine
Mill members finally voted to formally merge with uswa.’

Mine Mill’s perseverance is significant because it actively resisted the
Canadian and U.S. cold wars, and its policies and organizing methods
shaped local and regional politics. During the 1950s it counted 120,000
members in fifty Canadian locals and in mines, smelters, and fabricating
plants in the U.S. Mine Mill pressed its members to move beyond bread-
and-butterissues to pursue broader social and political concerns. It helped
communities forge alliances with other unions, develop political clout,
create labor-oriented cultural institutions, and obtain better housing, edu-
cation, and recreation. Unlike most labor unions at mid-century, Mine

Mill was often “the heart of the community.”” Mine Mill also had one of
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the largest union auxiliaries, officially encouraging women’s involve-
ment in community and labor affairs.

Women’s auxiliaries were quite active in connection to many male
unions from the 1930s through the 1960s, especially in extractive indus-
tries that excluded women from the workforce. Yet few women’s and labor
historians have explored their history, perhaps discomforted by their roles
as “auxiliary” or secondary to men’s unions, and because their goals and
interests were often at odds with wage-working women. Nonetheless,
auxiliaries are important to examine because they symbolize many of
the contradictions apparent in the mid-twentieth-century labor move-
ment,especiallyin progressive but male-dominated unionssuchas rummsw,
and they reveal how women negotiated gender restrictions, including
their formal exclusion from the main industry and union, to express
their political desires.’ Through their auxiliary work, we see how women
struggled to be more than loyal helpmates to union brethren, to over-
come the constraints of assigned gender roles, and to assert their economic
and political interests, which at times coincided with and at other times
differed from men’s goals.*

Although Mine Mill embraced a progressive internationalism, it also
celebrated its roots in the Western Federation of Miners and an occupa-
tionaland regional exceptionalism that codified miningasa male domain.
It was explicitly anti-imperialist and officially advocated gender and
racial equality, but it also embraced a masculinity that was exclusionary.
The union often pursued contradictory politics on parallel tracks—pub-
licly advocating equity for all workers while locally promoting white
male privilege, and resisting Cold War anti-communism while embra-
cinga conservative domestic ideology. This essay will explore how women
in Canadian and U.S. mining communities asserted their class politics
with a union that at least in principle advocated more gender inclusion
than much of North American labor. It will also examine how ideo-
logical struggles and their outcomes influenced developments across
gender, region, and national borders. But first, it is useful to examine
the regional context that inspired the ideals of masculinity that Mine
Mill adopted, which subsequently made it difficult for male unionists
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and women auxiliary activists to create openings for women’s union

engagement.

WESTERN WORK AND THE MASCULINE IDEAL

FROM THE LATE NINETEENTH through the late twentieth
century, resource-based industries—logging, mining, agriculture, fish-
ing—distinguished the gendered and racialized character of work in
the U.S. and Canadian Wests. Even though women and people of color
worked in these industries or the service sectors that supported them,
narratives about regional work reinforce the concept of a white, male

s

“wageworkers’ frontier.” These occupations elicit images of tough, mas-
culine outdoor work and independence. They have also resisted hiring
women and certain ethnic groups except when labor demands have
overwhelmed the exclusionary rigid boundaries they erected. The white
male breadwinner ideal and the reputed toughness of the work that
supposedly discouraged women from employment often disintegrated
when labor markets expanded, when families required multiple bread-
winners, or when these “rugged” jobs became seasonal and low-paid, which
then made women and people of color “ideally suited” for the work.* “Fish-
plant reality,” Jill Stainsby finds in her study of the gendered division of
labor within British Columbia canneries, offered a stark contrast to the
romanticized autonomy of the male fisher and exposed women workers
to “noisy machinery, unpleasant (often cold and wet) surroundings, long
hours of performing monotonous, repetitive labor, and inadequate
rewards.”” Industries, unions, and male workers perpetuated this social
order and a regional identity that reinforced the belief that its work
required rugged masculinity. Unions and workers might preserve jobs
for white men, but employers could resist improving conditions or pro-
viding adequate workers’ compensation by exploiting stereotypes that
rendered workers “tough enough” to handle the most dangerous condi-
tions or too rootless and family-less to warrant company-provided
protections.”’

Even during World War II, when much of Canada and the United

States opened industrial jobs to women, company, government, and
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union officials sought to preserve men’s claims to traditional western
occupations. Montana’s war manpower director, for example, claimed
that the state needed “men for the hard, heavy and unpleasant jobs” in
mines, mills,and woods “where women cannot be used.” Anaconda Copper
Mining Company and Mine Mill union officials agreed that mines, mills,
and smelters could notemploy women because the work required strength
and stamina. But physical prowess evidently was not the chief requisite,
because the company began recruiting retired and disabled men. When
the company tried to bypass union seniority rules to give women “soft”
positions, union leaders, struggling to preserve a male breadwinner work-
place while maintaining labor principles, alternated between insisting
that women be excluded as a weaker sex and that they be treated equally.’

The war years provide ample examples to illustrate the shifting
ground of gendered and racialized work categories. In the northern U.S.
West’s one-industry towns, employers and city officials often pushed to
hire local women to avoid attracting southern blacks, southwestern
Mexican Americans, or immigrants to their communities. In Anaconda,
Montana, the Anaconda Company manipulated perceptions of differ-
ence to convince union representatives to allow women into its smelter.
Appealing to racial prejudices, management threatened to import African
Americans and Mexicans to fill the labor void, emphasizing that they
would prefer Anaconda women “rather than Mexican boys,” but the fed-
eral government could send “colored men” any time. Management and
labor then agreed that they would preserve community values that cham-
pioned white male and female breadwinners.”

Wartime labor demands and subsequent relaxation of occupational
barriers presented unprecedented opportunities for women of many
races and ethnicities, especially in new aircraft and shipbuilding plants.
Mining and logging remained off limits, however, except for a small per-
centage of women who found work in processing ore and timber. Why
did western urban shipyards and aircraft plants actively recruit women,
while mining and most logging communities resisted hiring them?"
Well-entrenched gender ideologies, accompanying lore about the work,

and past union struggles for job security in automating industries
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influenced practices. The industry’s needs and economic position also
explain the difference: the minerals industry had been declining except
during the war boom, and as a new industry, shipbuilding demanded
new recruits. Whereas women never constituted more than 5 percent of
the smelter workforce in Anaconda, they made up 28 percent of Portland’s
shipyard workers.”

The postwar period broughta rapid resumption of restrictions, under-
scoring the fluidity of theseideologies and how pinned to power relations
they were. Nonetheless, women in mining communities were often fun-
damentally changed by their wartime experiences, as represented by
married women’s increasing participation in the labor force. Women
who worked in the Anaconda smelter during the war lost their jobs, but
theindependence they tasted lasted in subsequent work and family roles.
Erma Bennettrecalled that after the war people “tried to change it back,”
butitwas “the beginning of the change” in women’s roles as they sought
greater public and economic participation.”

Women had better luck inserting themselves into some of the region’s
forest products mills. Although their work in the woods was limited to
cooking and truck driving, women found some opportunities in sex-
segregated production work. Unlike their counterparts in the minerals
industry, who were laid off and replaced by returning servicemen at war’s
end, a small percentage of women remained in forest products mills. In
1942 when a plywood factory opened in Port Alberni, British Columbia,
toaid the war effort, women rushed toapply for positions and soon became
8o percent of the workforce. Susanne Klausen demonstrates how the
women’s presence challenged “the tenacious myth thatwomen areunsuited
to forestry.” Yet the single-industry community gave preferences to local
women and expected them to leave their jobs after the war. Industries,
male workers, and their unions appealed to stubborn ideologies about
occupational segregation as well as to the women’s sense of community
solidarity that privileged the male family breadwinner. Port Alberni
plywood women were not forced to leave after the war, but their num-
bers and status shifted as the mill hired more male workers. The range
of “women’s jobs” narrowed while “men’s jobs” expanded, and tensions

between male and female workers increased."
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In the postwar period, many western union leaders and workers seized
upon a special regional masculine identity to advance their clout and
resistemployerand anti-communist attacks. Unions highlighted regional
differences to assert an independent and often more militant course,
distancing themselves from what they perceived as eastern, conserva-
tive,bureaucraticunionism. Unioniconographyand rhetorical traditions
championed masculine workers in contrast to weak and feminized bosses.
Mine Mill survived anti-communist hysteria in the 1950s partly through
its embrace of a masculine regional identity to resist red-baiting attacks
by the uswa-c1o,(U.S.)House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC),
the U.S. Justice Department, the Canadian Congress of Labour, minerals
corporations, and the media.” uswa organizers, in fact, realized that
they were dealing with “an entirely different unionism” in which work-
ers and their locals valued their autonomy and tight-knit communities
more than international unions. Geography, the nature of the mining
industry,and a masculine, militant heritage, these organizers concluded,
had made western locals more independent and less susceptible to red-
baiting.* However, Mine Mill’sassociation of militancy with masculinity
created strains with community women it hoped to organize in support

of union efforts and in resistance to Cold War attacks.

MINE MILL AUXILIARY MOVEMENT

ALTHOUGH RELATIVELY FEW WOMEN worked in mines
and mills during the war, women’s auxiliaries expanded, reflecting
women’s desires to participate in the political and economic decisions
affecting their lives, even if excluded from minerals industry workplaces.
Women had initiated or revived auxiliaries across the United States dur-
ing the c10 organizing drives and strike waves of the 1930s. Canadian
unions followed suit. Yet many international unions were ambivalent
about women’s potential clout and interference. For example, uswa
president David McDonald laid down strict guidelines for emerging
auxiliaries that explicitly excluded the women from steelworkers coun-
cilsand granted them limited roles to “create a closer and more fraternal

feeling between the families of union members” and assist the union.”
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1ummsw recognized the broader political and economic value of
women’s participation and actively encouraged organizing women into
auxiliaries, often pronouncing, “A union without the women is only half
organized.” Eighteen of ninety-five organized auxiliaries sent delegates
to the Mine Mill convention held in Joplin, Missouri, in August 1941. In
a series of resolutions offered to the convention, the Butte-Anaconda
women delegates, at the forefront of organizing efforts since the 1930s,
urged male unionists to adhere to the 1940 convention pledge to organ-
izeauxiliaries for everylocal.” Auxiliaries had theright to send delegates
to union conventions and to attend local union meetings and make rec-
ommendations. The 1944 constitution of the tummMsw Ladies’ Auxiliary
differed significantly from other union and fraternal auxiliaries that
stressed women’s hel ping roles. The women adopted the union’s preamble,
which emphasized class struggle and emancipation of the working class
throughindustrial unions.” Also at the 1944 convention, in what seemed
to be an assertion of their independence, Ladies’ Auxiliary delegates by
a majority vote asked that the union’s constitution be amended to con-
vert the auxiliary into an autonomous organization. The international
officers, executive board, and delegates concurred.”

Despite Mine Mill praise for the move, auxiliary women did not uni-
versally welcome the autonomy vote. Many auxiliary members wrote to
international president Mary Orlich of Butte to complain about the chan-
ges, and some officers resigned their district posts. Many women believed
they would lose their hard-won clout, since their auxiliary was the only
one in the c10 to gain a voice and vote at Mine Mill conventions, and they
feared financial instability. Responding to complaints, Orlich agreed that
she was sorry to hear about the international election results, “but we still
feel that we cannot afford to discard all the hard work that has gone into
the creation of the Auxiliary movement...It may be a little difficult to start
outon our own, but...there is a great deal for the women to do, so let us not
become discouraged, because we are no longer with the men. I think that
we all can show them that we can do the job better as women leaders.” A
few months later, after a failed membership drive, Orlich scrambled to
rally herlocals at the same time she alluded to a changing world that made

women less interested in joining auxiliaries: “We are going to have to
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FIGURE 13.1: Mary Orlich (seated third from right) with International Union of Mine,
Mill and Smelter Workers Ladies’ Auxiliary Group. [Courtesy of Don Otlich]

adapt ourselves to [the Autonomy]....I realize how difficult it is to organ-
ize women, because in my own home local, we have a good-sized [union]
membership, but we have a poor percentage of women in the Aux....Ireal-
izealso that women are going on the production lines, butIsay thatshould

22

not break up our Auxiliaries.” The lack of women’s interest in joining
auxiliaries plagued the auxiliary movement in the postwar period. As more
women entered the workforce, and as male unions stubbornly resisted
expanding substantive opportunities for women’s participation or cham-
pioning women’s issues, there was little appeal to join yet another com-

munity organization that required dues.
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While end-of-the-war wage opportunities and the auxiliaries’ auton-
omy hampered organizing in the States, District 8 (eastern Canada) and
District7(western Canada)successfully organized newlocalsand expanded
memberships. Part of the enthusiasm came with the revitalization of
mining unions—once strong under the wem in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries—when in 1944 the Canadian government
relaxed union organizing regulations. The culture of Mine Mill may
have shaped eastern and western mining communities more profoundly
than particular regional or Canadian sensibilities, but the long history
of western militancy assisted union organizing as wartime migrations
put westerners in contact with eastern workers. Pearl Chytuk, who moved
to Sudbury, Ontario, from Regina, Saskatchewan, in 1941, observed strik-
ing regional differences. Chytuk was able to get a job at the Inco smelter
during the war, but she was surprised that people were fearful of talking
about unions: “Out west we were talking unions for beauty salons and
restaurant workers, but in Sudbury, people were reluctant to talk about
it.” While working at the smelter, Chytuk could not participate in the
auxiliary, so she actively organized for Mine Mill Local 598. She remem-
bered the hesitancy of some of her male co-workers, but many of the
women activists were “from the west where we always felt more free.” At
theend of the war when the women atInco were laid off, Chytuk returned

to the Ladies’ Auxiliary where she actively pursued working-class goals.”

GENDER AND THE COLD WAR

DESPITE MINE MILL’S ENTHUSIASM forauxiliariesacross
borders, by the late 1940s the Cold War intervened to heighten gender and
ideological divisions within the international. President Mary Orlich,
tireless advocate for the auxiliary movement, mounted anti-communist
chargesagainst theleft-leaning union in the conservative Saturday Evening
Post: “I'want to organize all the housewives in America to fight this scourge;
Iwant to inform the women of America how their way of living is threat-
ened. The commies are a common enemy, and the people don’t know it.”*
Through the 1940s Orlich had frequently invoked the language of class

in urging others to “war on these big bosses [for] a decent living wage”
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and to “share the profit.” Despite the hardships of the 1946 strikes, Orlich
implored Mine Mill women to mobilize others to join auxiliaries and to
be more than “a card carrier” and fight for a guaranteed annual wage and
to “impress upon the minds of our Parent Union locals the need for women’s
organizations.” But within a year, Orlich, like many North American labor
activists, became alarmed at publicized threats of communism and quickly
diverted her wrath away from corporations and onto Mine Mill. Her cor-
respondence reveals that Montana Senator Burton K. Wheeler, New Deal
populist turned anti-communist, and c1o conservatives persuaded her
that domestic communists, many of whom were in the labor movement,
threatened American security. Her claims that communists had over-
taken Mine Mill and her calls for women’s militancy created a firestorm
among the union’s supporters.

Women’s reaction to Orlich was mixed; some called for her resigna-
tion, others offered support. The Canadianlocals appeared most outraged,
suggesting that anti-communist charges held less potency north of the
border. Kay Carlin of Sudbury wrote to Orlich that the article “is having
onehell of aneffectoverhere....Iknow thatwearein this Union Movement
to fight reaction and big business regardless of our race, creed or polit-
ical beliefs....I can only say it has thrown a blight over the Union when
you accuse them of being dominated by Communists, when you know
that is not the truth....By doing these things you are playing right into
the hands of reaction....I may be forced to take a stand on that article by
members herein Can[ada] and by my own sense of whatis right.” Charlotte
M. Rash, recording secretary of the Copper Mountain, British Columbia,
Auxiliary No. 139, signaled to Orlich that her local “voted unanimously
to demand your resignation as president of our auxiliary. We no longer
feel that you are worthy of our confidence.” E.M. Bausquet, recording
secretary of the Trail District Ladies’ Auxiliary No. 131, reported to Orlich
that

at our last meeting [we| unanimously endorsed all letters written

by our Sister Locals demanding your resignation as Pres of the

Auxiliaries....You say it is the Commies who are disrupting the
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unions, but if you want our frank opinion, it is people like your-
self, who are the stooges of Big Business by playing right along
with them in the labor splitting tactics, who are the true disrupt-
ors....We women of the Auxiliary are fighting with our brothers
of the Unions for unity of all people and security for the people,
not for disunity and unemployment. This is also what our boys in
the armed forces fought for. You are in the same category as the
Hitlerites in Germany and Mussolinis in Italy who first disunited
the unions through rotten propaganda and then were able to
build Nazism and Fascism. Do you want this to happen in
America? We believe that you have made a terrible error in
attacking a minority group in the Union and that you [must]
resign immediately as President of the rTummMsw Auxiliaries and

as Vice-President of the [Congress of Women’s Auxiliaries] c1o.”

A few Canadian women, however, wrote to Orlich expressing their
confusion about the affair and questioned the motives of their leaders.
Referring to the Canadian auxiliaries’ boycott of the special auxiliary con-
vention called by Orlich in Salt Lake City in September, Maes Whitehead,
of Lake Penage, Ontario, asked Orlich to clarify whether “all this trouble
of Canadian delegates notattending the convention” was due to “trouble”
from the International or District 8’s own Kay Carlin: “Surely we didn’t
putall that work in the Auxiliary to have it torn down by gossip...alot of
our girlsin Sudbury are in an uproar over our delegates not going to Salt
Lake.”” The evident dissension in Sudbury would simmer for the next
decade and ultimately unravel labor unity in the East.

While women may have divided ideologically over the affair or ques-
tioned the tactics of Orlich or her opponents in damaging the auxiliary
movement, male Mine Mill members widely condemned Orlich for “med-
dling in men’s union affairs.” When Orlich publicly blasted what she
viewed as communist domination of Mine Mill, male unionists dismissed
her red-baiting as a particular gender rather than political weakness and
characterized Orlich as a “simple little housewife” who foolishly con-

tributed to “anti-union hokum.” They insisted that because “women are
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different” they were susceptible to disloyalty, unlike “true men” who
“always feel bad when they’ve betrayed their friends.” Moreover, men
questioned the efficacy of the auxiliary movement and marginalized its
potential strength. William Mason, Mine Mill executive board member
forDistrict1,and HarryBaird, treasurerof theMontanaAnti-Discrimination
League, wrote in the Saturday Evening Post that “this sort of meddling in
men’s union affairs is responsible for the present situation wherein only
35 of the 1000s of Butte miners’ women care to be in the auxiliary.”” The
auxiliary may have had few members, revealing its weakness in the union
and community, but unlike its male counterparts who were required to
join Mine Mill in closed shops, women were voluntary members, often
without their men’s support, and often lacked money to pay dues or fund
their activities. Mine Mill may have halted this early anti-communist
attack inits backyard, butits gender stereotyping eliminated an import-
ant source of potential support and ultimately impeded working-class
solidarity as it faced accelerated anti-communist attacks in the Cold War
period.

The controversy, which “paralyzed” auxiliary activities through 1947,
led the rummMsw executive board to investigate charges and to appointa
trial committee. Mine Mill president Maurice Travis urged local aux-
iliaries to keep their organizations intact despite the flap.” As her “trial”
approached, Orlich and financial secretary Dora Young wrote to all local
auxiliaries emphasizing that the “International has absolutely no author-
ity....Ours is an autonomous organization and all Local Auxiliaries are
legally and morally bound to follow our own constitution...if any local
auxiliary ignores, as officers we have no choice but to follow provisions of
our constitution (art 17).”* Orlich’s absolutism indicated to many women
that her tactics paralleled the undemocratic methods of the “red” union
that she attacked.

A trial committee met in Chicago on 4 February 1948 and charged
Mary Orlich and her associates as seeking to destroy the rummsw through
“illegal machine control,” slandering the International Union and, among
other allegations, deliberately neglecting Canadian locals “for disruptive

reasons.” The trial committee recommended to the executive board that
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anew Ladies’ Auxiliary be organized, that auxiliary locals “desiring to
remain loyal” send per capita tax not to the former auxiliary but to the
rummsw office until new officers could be elected, and that all auxiliary
chartersand documents be retrieved from Orlich.” Protesting to c1o sec-
retary James Carey, Orlich provided examples of where Mine Mill refused
to provide any rulings or information because the auxiliary was no
longer in its jurisdiction, “yet they meddle into our business because we
women will not be dominated by their Red Tactics.” Mary Orlich con-
tinued her fight against communism but became marginalized after she
lost her auxiliary platform. Even the Steelworkers, which initially found
her useful in attacking Mine Mill, by 1955 urged their members to leave
her “out” of raids planned in Butte-Anaconda, labeling her “nothing but

31

a Company stooge.

A NEW AUXILIARY

DESPITE ITS PROMISES toincrease the Auxiliary’s autonomy,
the Tummsw, alarmed at the destructive potential of the women’s group,
used its constitutional authority to dissolve it. Nonetheless, tTummsw
men chose to revive and reform, not eliminate, the auxiliary movement.
After the trial the executive board appointed Marie Goforth as a full-
time organizer for the new Ladies’ Auxiliary. Canadian auxiliaries, under
the leadership of Kay Carlin, Dorothy McDonald, and others, remained
strong, but the U.S. movement was slow to reorganize after the Orlich
debacle. Mercedes Steedman notes that in the shadow of Orlich’s early
red-baiting, “US auxiliaries moved cautiously, at the same time as the
Canadian auxiliaries pushed for a stronger position within the recently
autonomous Canadian Mine Mill Council.”*

Mine Mill made a concerted effort to generate greater enthusiasm by
expanding auxiliary coverage in its newspaper. For example, it featured
anessay contest on “What Beinga Member of a Mine-Mill Auxiliary Means
to Me,” and it included the essay of prize-winner Rachael Wood, finan-
cial secretary of the Trail auxiliary. A former wartime smelter worker,
Woodjustified wives’increased participationin unionaffairsassheaffirmed

women’s loyalty to Mine Mill political goals. She reminded her sisters
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that women needed to join men in “upholding our International Con-
stitution” and “preserve the democratic rights of all workers” including
“freedom to choose one’s own...politics.”*

Although the Auxiliary seemed safely purged of rebellious elements,
women members still pushed foramoreactive role in union issues, resisted
men’s meddling, and often pursued their own agenda that did not match
men’s goals. The Mine-Mill Union reported that at the 1951 Women’s
Auxiliary annual convention held in Nogales, Arizona, the women adopted
an ambitious program of education and support for rtummsw but failed
toreport what appeared in abanner headline in the Auxiliary’s own news-
letter concerning women’srights. The newsletterannounced thatdelegates
to the convention had adopted a new women’s rights resolution advo-
cating equal opportunity for women in the workplace and public life,
revealing how working-class women embraced feminism long before the
“second wave” women’s movement became activated in the 1960s. The
women also vowed to seek joint activities with local unions to discuss
the role of women. Mine Mill’s silence on these goals indicates reluc-
tance by the union toshare with itslocals the moreindependentinterests
of its auxiliary women.*

Thenewslettersand files of theMine Mill Auxiliary reveal local women’s
persistent struggles during the 1950s and early 1960s to gain acceptance
in their communities and to win the respect of their union men while
pushing for wider roles. Male delegates to the rtummsw convention con-
sistentlyoffered support,and theexecutiveboard and organizersrepeatedly
plugged the potential women could offer labor. But resistance on the
local level must have been firm. Recognizing the lack of follow-up to
their annual resolutions supporting the Auxiliary, some male union mem-
bers reminded their compatriots that “very often the winning or losing
of amajor labor struggle hinges upon [women’s| supportin the home, in
the community, and even on the picket lines.” But the rank-and-file’s
ideas of “support,” except during astrike, kept women at home, and many
auxiliary women pushed for broader participation in union affairs.”

Despite the hard work of several Auxiliary officers to win more sub-

stantial roles for women in the Tummsw, the Auxiliary international
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movement limped along, severely lacking in funds to send delegates to
the international convention, pay a coordinator, or print a newsletter.
Theinternational’s lofty rhetoricabout gender inclusion was not matched
by its paltry budgetary allocations to women’s efforts. Just ten women
delegates—all from the western United States and western Canada—
attended the 1956 Mine Mill convention, focusing their attention on
community projects, political action, and the revival of the Auxiliary
newsletter. The women pushed to become part of policy committees of
local unions, particularly Health and Welfare, convincing men that women
could watch their doctor and hospital bills more effectively. Auxiliary
president Eva Pence, of Cobalt, Idaho, demanded to know why men
hesitated in asking women to help in policing the health plan. “Are they
afraid to take the women out of the home for an hour or two? Or,” she
asked, “is it that they think all women are withouta mind to think with?”
She noted that women “are the ones” who stay with children when they
are sick, take them to the hospital, administer medicines, and speak
with health professionals and were certainly capable of working on the
health committees. Pence instructed auxiliary members to offer their
help to the local union and, if refused, to try again until they see “that
the women can do more than cook a good dinner, put on a banquet or
help with that dance or picnic.” Pence’s irritation persisted, and in sub-
sequent convention meetings she complained that local unions always
depended on the auxiliaries in a crisis, such as strikes, election cam-
paigns, or for “some food cooked and served...but when we need help we
are forgotten and have no place in the labor movement.” Ultimately she
and other Auxiliary leaders decided to drop their national effort to
revive auxiliaries and revert to organizing members and programs on a
local level.*

American women envied their sisters in Canada, whom they believed
wielded more influence in the labor movement through their auxiliaries.
There, women could attend local union meetings and make recommen-
dations. “We had a voice, we could always express our views,” noted
auxiliary member Ruth Reid, “even if we couldn’t always vote.” Former

Mine Mill organizer Clinton Jencks recalled his efforts in New Mexico
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to involve more women in the union, but men resisted because they
feared losing some of their power and privilege. Jencks wondered “why
the Canadian women were so courageous and making the international
officers souncomfortable and demanding the right to attend international
union conventions and...to say something on the floor and not just to be
the auxiliary that serves the coffee and the cookies.” He discovered that
some Canadian male and female activists realized that Mine Mill could
be so much more effective in gaining women allies by strengthening the
auxiliary movement. After the Canadian auxiliary became autonomous
in1955,U.S.and Canadian sisters continued to exchange news and ideas.
In a memo to auxiliary members, President Eva Pence grumbled, “The
women in Canada are receiving the aid of the Mine-Mill. In the two years
since the Autonomy, Canada has advanced while we are just moving
along.” Pence concluded that this was “due to the Local Union mem-
bers” whose ambivalence or outright hostility turned away potential
supporters.”

In some ways Canadian women may have had a greater voice in union
affairs, but examples from the East reveal that gender and Cold War div-
isions were not restricted to the States. During the critical 1958 Inco strike
in northern Ontario, Sudbury merchants and politicians organized a
“back-to-work” movement of union members’ wives. Auxiliary members
organized counter-demonstrations in support of the strike, but thelocal
and national media were predisposed to favor the anti-communist effort
in order to weaken Mine Mill. Mercedes Steedman describes how gender
tensions within the union provided fertile ground for an effective use of
Cold War propaganda among the women. Women’s Auxiliary No. 117 pro-
vided food for picket lines and organized outside aid for striking families,
but as the strike wore on and families became more desperate, the Back-
to-Work women launched a campaign to purge the local of its “red”
leaders as well as end the strike. The Mine Mill Auxiliary sought to counter
this effort with its own mass meeting and pledge to march on City Hall
to demand support for the union in its negotiating efforts. The union
bargaining team, however, was furious that the auxiliary had ventured

a politically naive act that might backfire and tried to halt the event,
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which then allowed Back-to-Work supporters to dominate the public
arena. With Mine Mill men and women divided, anti-Mine Mill forces
gained control of the union. Soon, workers and their families switched
allegiances to a different union.™

Far to the west a similar catastrophe struck Mine Mill in Anaconda,
Montana. Despite geographical differences, Sudbury and Anaconda had
much in common. They had two of the largest Mine Mill locals, making
them strategically important to those who wished to destroy the union
and were thus specific targets of uswa raids. The communities were eth-
nically diverse, predominately Catholic, opened their smelter jobs to local
women during WWIL, limited women’s economic opportunities after the
war, and were dominated by large multinational minerals corporations.
Both communities created alternative politics and cultures based on
MineMill’sinfluence, developing, for example,asummer camp,an annual
smelter workers’ celebration, and union halls that served as community
centers. In the postwar period, both Anaconda and Sudbury were trans-
formed from company towns into union towns. Unlike in Sudbury, where
the women’s auxiliary was quite strong, the Anaconda auxiliary disinte-
grated after the Mary Orlich scandal. Yet in both places the local unions
were ambivalent at best in supporting women’s auxiliary work, and
gender divisions helped anti-communist arguments take root. Workers
and their families came to believe anti-Mine Mill propaganda that linked
the union to the strikes that created tremendous economic hardships
and bargaining ineffectiveness. Many decided that they were better off
torelent than to continue to endure uswa and other union raids in order
to preserve whatremained of community unionism. The case of Anaconda
and Sudbury demonstrates that more than a western, masculine, mil-
itant heritage shaped the Cold War ideological struggle. Religion, local
politics, uswa strategy, and gender divisions played greater roles in under-
mining Mine Mill than did regional and national influences. Most of
MineMill’swesternlocalsin Canadaandinthe U.S.,aside from Anaconda,
remained impervious to Cold War assaults, but the capitulation of the
two important locals severely damaged Mine Mill’s ability to survive

and ultimately led to the formal merger with uswa in 1967.”
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AUXILIARY DECLINE
BY THE 19608, almostall the women’s auxiliaries of Mine Mill had
become inactive or dissolved. The international made an effort to revive
them, but its preoccupation with uswa raiders, trials of its officers, an
empty treasury, a changing industry, an endless cycle of contract nego-
tiations,and its persistentadherence to gender assumptions contributed
to its lukewarm response to the auxiliary movement. Women still com-
plained about men’s meddling, and the weakened international seemed
incapable of bringing gender peace to its locals. In June 1962 the Bisbee
Ladies’ Auxiliary of Local 551 complained to the international that Mrs
Elkins was controlling the auxiliary’s presidency thanks to her husband,
who was president of the union. Ruth Brady wrote that Mr Elkins had
said, “AslongasI’'m president there will be no re-election.” We then asked
him who gave him authority to decide? He then said, “‘When you step
out of line it is his job to stop it, we could either go on like we were, or
desolve [sic] the auxiliary’ As I see the situation, we need no [Dictator].”*

The Bisbee situation reveals another reason why men and women
were often indifferent and at times antagonistic toward auxiliaries.
Although they often provided spaces for women’s democratic participa-
tioninlabor politics, auxiliaries, like many male unions, pursued agendas
of aleadership that varied in ideological interests. Many leaders, such as
Mary Orlich, had conservative political goals in adopting a rigid anti-
communist position, butrelied on militantstrategies thatasserted auxiliary
autonomy from male union dictates. Her successor, Eva Pence, was not a
cold warrior but continued to seck an independent, active role for the
Auxiliary.” Both women’s frustrations lay not only with the international
for its insignificant financial allocations despite public claims to boost
Auxiliary membership, or with men’s open resistance in many union
locals, but also with women who neglected their auxiliary duties. It was
difficult to find volunteers to serve in elected posts or to pursue activ-
ities that advanced both unions and auxiliary.

Auxiliaries were not necessarily representative; they counted as their
members a very small percentage of the eligible wives, sisters, and

daughters of union members, and unlike unions that required workers
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to vote and fund union activities, auxiliaries were voluntary, independ-
ent, and self-sufficient. But efforts to dismiss auxiliaries as potentially
detrimental rely on old myths in the labor movement (and labor history)
that portray women as fundamentally conservative. These preoccupa-
tions with women’s position rest on gendered assumptions that do not
account for individual ideological difference or the forceful personal-
ities who shaped (and sometimes controlled) auxiliary affairs. After all,
analyses of labor unions’ anti-communist or anti-Cold War positions, or
their accommodation to or resistance to management’s demands, do not
rest on the degree of conservatism among men as a group.” Sometimes
women’s and men’s goals were different, as when Mine Mill women advo-
cated equal rights or better health care, but women were hardly less
militant than men.

Other ideological differences among women surfaced in addition to
perceived threats of communism. Just after the war, Mary Orlich had
tried to resolve the racial tensions that haunted Alabama auxiliaries as
whitewomen refused towork with District vice-president ViolaMcGadney,
who was African American.” Similar tensions arose in the American
Southwest, as Mexican American women sought equal treatment and
opportunities to serve as officers in their auxiliaries. In 1956 Mexican
American women from Clifton-Morenci, Arizona, complained to the inter-
national that Anglo women “run the show.” Women’s outspokenness often
challenged Mine Mill official positions against racial discrimination. For
example, several women questioned the union’s editorial in 1952 that
called on readers to protest to the National Broadcasting Company its
“use of a stereotyped, clownish Mexican character” on the Judy Canova
show. Mrs Annie Petek, of East Helena, Montana, protested that “what
has made America strong is that each of us can take a joke about our-
selves” and suggested that the anti-racist editorial “sounds very much
like something Joe Stalin would print to stir up trouble.” Although Mine
Mill Auxiliary members took an oath to oppose discrimination, latent
racism emerged in letters to the Mine-Mill Union newspaper, and one sus-
pects in other forums, through the 1950s, revealing how intertwined
were ideologies about race, the Cold War, and the role of the labor move-

ment.*
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Local gender tensions conflicted with more egalitarian ideals advo-
cated by the international, revealing that such ideologies were often
contested. The left-leaning Mine Mill simultaneously advocated differ-
ence—the uniqueness of mining and smelting required rugged men—
and equality. Its 1954 film Salt of the Earth in many ways reflects the union’s
enlightened gender politics—while at the same time rendering its
women’s auxiliary powerless. Based on the 1951 strike by predominantly
Mexican American zinc miners in New Mexico, the film featured black-
listed Hollywood producers and mining community actors. Banned and
boycotted at the time because of its “communist” makers, the film has
become a minor cult classic in college courses because of its feminist
content. Striking Mine Mill miners allowed their wives to take their
place when an injunction prevented their picketing, and emboldened
by their activist roles, the women began demanding that their issues,
such as clean water, be considered in union negotiations, and thatin the
household men allow them more autonomy. Admired by mining women
who saw the film, the New Mexico auxiliary members, who initially after
the strike were allowed greater roles in the union, gradually lost their
clout due to men’s resistance. The well-publicized New Mexico story
offered hopeful possibilities to auxiliary members who longed for social
change, yet it also revealed how temporary those gains might be. Union
members both sought women’s support, especially during critical strikes,
and worked to contain that support within domestic roles. Although
auxiliaries appeared to reproduce the sexual division of labor, the degree
to which women acted independently and asserted their own class goals
reflected the changes in family structure and women’s visible roles in
the workplace and public arenas, which many men found threatening.
Ideologies about difference often sank deeply within many rank-and-
file workers who resisted their own union’s rhetoric of solidarity across
skill, race, region, and gender.

An analysis of women’s labor auxiliaries in male-dominated indus-
tries revealshow women and mensearched for, negotiated,and contested
appropriate political roles for women. The story of women’s auxiliary
participation instrikes is well known; but although many women yearned

for greater and long-term political involvement, local and international

“A Union Without Women is only Half Organized” 335



unions seemed incapable of granting them more than limited roles. In
most union auxiliaries, women searched for an appropriate niche. They
may have pledged to build industrial unions, but excluded from the work-
placeand discouraged by maleunionists from participatinginsubstantive
local affairs, they often fell back on traditional auxiliary activities, spon-
soring card parties, socials with the male union, and showers for brides.
In the postwar period, as women entered the wage market in increasing
numbers, became influenced by a revived women’s movement, and found
other avenues for political participation and social expression in their
own unions, political parties, and clubs, auxiliaries became anachronis-
tic for most.

By following the rise and decline of the Mine Mill auxiliary, we see
that gender and political ideologies shaped union responses to the Cold
War in Canada and the United States. Mine Mill’s celebration of its west-
ern, masculine, and militant independence helped the union resist
red-baiting and shore up supportin its western locals. However, the per-
sistence of beliefs about men’s superiority in work and union affairs and
the infrequent ability to embrace the potential of working class solidar-
ityacross gender lines, damaged the long-term survival of the progressive,
embattled union. As women’s aspirations for greater participation in
union affairs rose, they became more disappointed in male resistance,
especially at the local level. Unions and their auxiliaries provide a fruit-
ful arena in which to explore how political and gender ideologies take
root and spread across nation and region. These examples underscore
how many women persisted in their pursuit of active political roles in

the male unions that shaped their lives and communities.
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