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Barbara Walker: Our first speaker this morning, may I invite Ms. Virginia Turner to come forward, please.

Ms. Turner was born and raised in Greensboro. She worked in White Oak Mill from 1979 to 1990. She remembers the unionizing efforts and the conditions in the mills prior to and following November three, 1979. She is currently working for the packing department at Pace Communications. She has come over this morning from Gibsonville, I believe, to speak with us. And, Ms. Turner, do you have something you’d like to share with the Commission and with the audience?
VT: Yes, I do. Good morning.

To the board of commissioners and fellow citizens of Greensboro, first of all I would like thank God this morning for being here, and I humbly feel honored to be a part of such an event. I thank you for allowing me to share some of my inner thoughts, some of myself here today.

Those who lost loved ones on November 3, much love, gratitude. For you have not stopped fighting and working for mankind, which reminds us that it’s not about me.

Correction, I wasn’t born in Greensboro. I was born in Pinehurst, North Carolina, but I came to Greensboro at a very early age, I think about 9 years old and I went to Greensboro public schools. I went to work for Cone Mills in 1979.  I went to work at White Oak in 1979. The union was already formed but recruiting members. After awhile I did join and gave my support. There was definitely a need for the union. Workers was constantly complaining about unfair labor. i worked in the weave room and did all jobs a woman could possibly do, weaving, crilling, etc. All these jobs were time-consuming. I remember several times …
Cynthia Brown: Excuse me, I am very sorry to interrupt you, if you could bring mike in a little more. We have commissioners having difficulty hearing. Tap the mike. We want you to be able to see your notes, but we would like for you to be as close as possible. 

VT: Is this better? 

Commissioners: Yes!

VT: Oh, Where was I? 

CB: Take your time.

VT: I worked in the weave room and did all jobs womanly possible, weaving, smashing, crilling. All those jobs were time consuming. I remember several times bringing my lunch back home because I didn’t have time to eat it. I told a supervisor at one time that a mule was allowed to stop for water.

I don’t recall anyone looking at the union as communist or any other significant name. My interpretation of the union was to unionize people and organize labor in a peaceful manner. 

Union activities was discussed in the bathroom, if possible or at meetings. For instance, if a grievance was filed, a shop steward might pull you in the bathroom if they needed to talk to you about it, they would pull you in the bathroom and we would discuss it, but it was not allowed outside in the job area. 

As the union grew stronger, they would stand outside sometimes and pass out flyers that would give you some information about the union activities. The day of November third I woke up to the news on TV about a shooting in Morningside Homes. My first thought was really disbelief. I really couldn’t imagine, and my first thought was, “oh my God, that is us,” and I say us because we were a union. I think our minds and our bodies went into shock. I mean, if electrical shock is what it feels like, then I think this was it. 

Inside the mill was devastation. I mean everybody was wondering, and looking and trying to find answers and asking what happened and there was no answers. As time passed, the union seemed to lose its strength. I felt our thumbs had been taken out of our mouths and a pacifier put in, and we’ve been sucking air for a long time. That day, a dark cloud came over Greensboro, and to this day, 25 years later, I feel that we’re still waiting for the sun to come out. 

To the Commissioners, may God continue to strengthen you, bless you, give you the courage to walk to the truth, one step at a time, one day at a time, one person at a time. Thank you.

BW: Ms. Turner I’d like to ask you a couple of questions. Were you living in Greensboro in 1979?

VT: Yes, I was.

BW: And you referred to the fact that there were times when you had to take your lunch back home. Was there no relief system set up for people who were working in the mill so that you’d have time to eat lunch?

VT: In the mill at the time, in 1979, there was no organization. Basically everything that we did was tied to production and to the machines. If the machines were operating properly, you may have had time to eat. But, if it was a night where – I worked 3rd shift – if it was a night where the machines were not running good or they were running too good, which meant you had to keep constantly working, that meant you had no time. There was no allotted time for breaks.

BW: How long would you work without a break at times?

VT: Oh, my gosh, Sometimes as much as five hours. It just depended. It varied from night to night what you had to endure when you went to work.

BW: The normal shift was eight hours?

VT: In 1979 we were on eight hours. Eventually some of White Oak did go to 12 hours. And at that time, after much fighting, the weavers did get set  breaks and they were twice a night, 30 minute breaks.

BW: Was that a result of the union?

VT: I would say that the union had a lot of involvement in it.

BW: And you said I think that you were a member of the union?

VT: Yes.

BW: Was there a difference in the treatment between men and women, between African American and white?

VT: I want to say that yes, there was, indirectly.  You could see that there was special privileges between white people and black people. So I would say, yes, there was racism. Some allowed to walk off the job, take a break, whatever, with no consequences, but if a black person did the same thing, the supervisor would go and bring them back to their job or take them to the office.

BW: When you say take them to the office was that a real reprimand?

VT: Yes, I would say.

BW: Did that happen very often?

VT: Well, you can’t really say how often it happened because there were a lot of people and everybody was responsible for a certain job.

BW: And that job had to be maintained?

VT: Yes

BW: At any cost? By that, I mean, the job was more important than your welfare?

VT: Of course. 

(laughter)

BW: Too obvious a question. Did you find a difference, and I guess this flows right into that, was there a difference between the supervisors and managers toward various workers? For instance, were white workers treated more solicitously – is that the right word? Did they favor the white workers more than the other workers?

VT: I would say so.

BW: Did the union improve the conditions?

VT: Yes. I would say so.

BW: And did the union help at all in improving the work conditions that you were working under at the time? 

VT: Yes, I would think so.

BW: You were aware of the Communist Worker's Party trying to help people at White Oak unionize? Did you know it was the Communist Worker's Party?

VT: I knew it was CWP.

BW: Whatever that was. 

VT: Whatever that was. We did not look at it as being Communist. Even if that’s what it was, that was a harsh word to say. I think it was just about unions looking for justification and labor. Justification, people being treated right. Equal opportunities for people.

BW: Sounds like a good cause.

VT: Yes.

BW: Did you know, had you heard of at that time the Workers Viewpoint Organization? WVO?
VT: No.
BW: Did you have any idea or any feelings about the Klan and any activities that they might be having at that time?

VT: I really wasn’t aware of any of those activities. To me, maybe that was one of those hidden agendas, maybe. The information we had was that it was a rally to promote peace and to unionize people. I think the union really had something they wanted to share with community. Because we had no knowledge I had planned to attend. And had I had an inkling that it was gonna be Klan or Nazis I don’t even think I would have considered going. The only thing that prevented me from going that day was the fact that I worked night shift and I really wasn’t I did not go because I worked night shift, and my girlfriend and I decided that we had worked really hard and that we were going home. That is what kept us from participating that day. 
BW: How did you learn about the march and the to be had conference?

VT: Well, that was talked about in meetings, because we did have a specific place that the union had meetings and we talked about it and they sent out flyers. It was very well known. 

BW: Alright, let me see if some of the other Commissioners have questions for you.

Pat Clark: I’d like to know if you were harassed because you were a member of the union or if you of other folks that were involved faced any harassment?

VT: No. I was not harassed. And that was something that you knew from day one that you could not present yourself as being a part of the union. That was, I mean you could not let it be known that you were actively in the union. Because, I guess you could say the fear of the unknown, the consequences, but it was like once you joined the union, everybody let you  know that you could not do this. You could not let management know that you were actively in the union.

PC: Did you have a sense of what percent of the workers at White Oak were part of the union at that time?

VT: That would be hard to say because White Oak was a very large plant. It had many departments. The area where I worked I would say, maybe 25 percent.

PC: Could you say from the area where you worked, what kind of diversity there was, you know white, black? Were there equal numbers of white and black?

VT: If you really, looking back, I think it was pretty much equal in the weave room where I worked. At times it might have been more black than white.

PC: Thank you.

Muktha Jost: In a statement that you made to the Commission you talked about blackouts and being locked inside. Can you elaborate on that?

VT: I can’t really say exactly when, like I don’t have dates but I do remember lights would go out, we couldn’t work because we had no power, we had no idea why it happened. Someone would tell us sometimes that somebody threw something in transformer. When that happened, you could not go anywhere. You had to stay within that department, and you could not leave. You couldn’t venture out.

MJ:  You just said before the questions, communism is a harsh word. Could you tell us what makes you feel that way? What’s behind it.

VT: Yes, when you say communism, I’m not saying that it is a harsh word, but it has been planted in our minds that communism is not good.

MJ: Could you tell us a little more?

(laughter)

VT: Well, it’s kinda hard for me to put that into words.

MJ: OK, well it would help us to just understand the perception in the community about communism, about the word communism. So I’m not reaching for any answer, I’m just interested in finding out what you feel inside about that word and where they come from, but you don’t have to if you feel uncomfortable.

BW: Other questions?
Mark Sills: Ms. Turner, when you were working at White Oak, did you receive information about any dangers to your health within that work environment?

VT: No.

MS: No one mentioned to you that there were respiratory risks that you were taking?

VT: They did talk to us about brown lung, I think at one time.

MS: When you say they, was that the management? Or the union?

VT: I would say the union had that information. It was brought to us through the union and I think once, they had a couple of cases and the mill did kinda inform us on the possibility.

MS: After the shootings on November 3rd, in what way did the people you know best, those in the union and even those who were not in the union, in what way did their opinion about union change? Or did it?

VT: You mean after the shootings? I think the union became weak. I think people lost their desire to be a part of union. The union just, it seemed like after shootings the union became a part of Cone Mill. It was times when we felt like the union not giving us good representation. 

MS: So there was a real change in how the union operated?

VT: There was a great change. Yes.

MS: Did you have any sense that people associated the shootings with unionization activities? I mean, you’re suggesting that there was a direct relationship between attitudes toward the union and how the union functioned, and the events of that day, and I’m trying to understand how the connection was made.

VT: OK, if I understand you, the people, the shootings directly did have an affect on people’s attitude towards the union. I don’t know if it was fear, it was quite possibly fear of being a part of the union. 

MS: Thank you.

BW: Anyone else? I have one last question. Did you observe any security or added security at the mill after November three?

VT: We always had security. I don’t think there was any added security. I don’t remember any. 

BW: Thank you. If there are no more questions I want to thank you very, very much for your testimony. It will be very helpful to us and to everybody to understand the whole question. Thank you again.

