











on the 10th of August, 1935...a small
group of us known as Delegates Council
[made a decision]. Then and there it was
decided that I should write a letter to the
Interborough Company of New York say-
ing, “Greetings, we have news for you; we
are building an independent union and 1
have been chosen by the Delegates Council
to take a leave of absence and work full
time.” And I did. I was never answered so
fast by the Interborough Company. They
said, “Go and don’t come back.”™®

Douglas MacMahon was one of the few in
the inner circle who had no Clan connections,
even though he was of Irish descent. All others
began their associations and built their trust in
each other at Clan meetings. The officers were
each paid $18 a week, which again was made
possible by a subsidy from the Communist Party.
On January 26, 1936, in Room “C” at 153 West
Sixty-fourth Street, Michael Quill was elected
president of the Transport Workers Union,
Douglas MacMahon became vice-president, and

John Santo won the secretary-treasurer position.

FaciNG PrOBLEMS

Since the TWU wanted to form along industrial
lines, it had problems almost immediately in
the American Federation of Labor (AFL). In the
AFL, the industrial or craft organization issue
arose in earnest at the 1935 AFL convention. A
few weeks after the convention, a “Committee

that his union had grown from 1,000
to 90,000 in the last three years, that
it had not received any assistance from
the AFL, which had asked it to divide
irself up among rwenty craft unions. Mr.
Quill ended by asking the AFL commit-
tee whether the federation would issue an
industrial charter to his union.

According to Mr. Quill, he and several
associates went to Detroit several years ago
and called on W. D. Mahon, president
of AFL Street Car Men’s Union. Mahon
refused to give them a charter because the
Street Car Union had spent several mil-
lion dollars in artempting to organize the
transport workers of New York City and
had failed.

Later, said Mr. Quill, the Machinist
Union of the AFL, which was engaged
in a jurisdictional dispute with the Street
Car Union, welcomed the new organiza-
tion, according to it the right of retaining
all members of various crafis. Then, he
said, the Street Car Union laid claim to
some of the union’s men, while other craft
unions made similar demands.

The AFL, Mr. Quill added, sought to
have the new union turn its craft members
over to existing unions, but it refused to do
so and obtained a charter in the CIO."®

Finally on June 2, 1937, William Green,
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president of the AFL, instructed the New York
Central Trades and Labor Council to drop all
locals affiliated with the CIO. The TWU was
suspended from the AFL. At the same time, to
add more strength to the transit industry, an
attempt was made to unite the TWU and the
Amalgamated Transit Union. Unfortunately,
basic philosophical differences were difficult to
overcome. As O’Donnell explained:

The Amalgamated Transit Union had

for Industrial Organization” was formed. John
L. Lewis, president of the United Mine Workers
Union, was chairman of the committee. Its
stated purpose was to promote the organizations
of workers in mass-production and unorganized
industries and to encourage their affiliation
with the AFL." The “Committee for Industrial
Organization” changed its name in 1938 to
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO).

Late in 1937, it was reported by the
New York Times that the AFL was considering an
action of expulsion of all unions associated with
the CIO:
At the meeting it was said that
Michael Quill, president of the Transport
Workers Union, told the AFL committee

a couple of million dollars in strike funds
and the TWU had nothing in a strike
fund. The Amalgamated owned a build-
ing in Washington and the TWU then
owned a building nowhere. So it was very
hard to merge the two organizations. This
was especially true since the TWU was the
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Tllustration:
The first national
convention of the
Transport Workers
Union rook place in
New York’s Madison
Square Garden on
October 4, 1937.
Several important
labor and political
leadlers spoke at the
meeting. Courtesy of
New York Times.

larger and the more aggres-
stve. It was difficult because
philosophically they were dif-
ferent.

In the earlier days in the
Amalgamated, the locals did
all the bargaining and they
had a great deal of indepen-
dence. With the TWU, the
international union not only
helped, but actually did most
of the bargaining.... The
TWU had international rep-
resentatives assigned around
the country where they had
larger locals. The international
representatives really did most
of the bargaining, if not all of
it. The contract would [then]
have to be submitted for ratifi-
cation to members of the locals.
It is that very close relationship
that had its roots in the com-
munist influence in the early
days of TWU. Because they
were interested in the finances,
that interest permeated the
operation in the TWU."

Crowning the activities
of three and a half years, the
first national convention of the
Transport Workers Union of
America (now calling itself an
International union) took place
on October 4, 1937. It started
with a grand parade and a pub-
lic opening in Madison Square
Garden, where John L. Lewis;
Sidney Hillman; Pennsylvania’s
lieutenant-governor Thomas
Kennedy; Heywood Broun; and
Michael J. Quill were the key-
note speakers.?’ As the New York
Times reported:

The Transport Workers
Union, formerly an affiliate
of the American Federation

of Labor, joined the CIO ranks last
May. Since that time it has made
rapid progress on the Citys rapid
transit, streetcar and bus lines and
in the taxicab field.*

In its early days, the TWU
continued to be assisted by the
Communist Party. According to
Gerald O’Reilly, “During TWU’s first
thirteen years [1933—-1946], while
Earl Browder was General Secretary
of the [Communist] party, Mike
[Quill]and his fellow TWU leaders
maintained a close relationship with
the Party.”?? In a 1991 telephone
interview, O’Donnell explained that
“in 1947, Mike [Quill] was still going
along with the [Communist] party
as long as the party went along with
him.” Two things were to cause a
split—the transit fare in New York
and the presidential election of 1948.
As O’Donnell explained, “Mike had
always stuck to the five-cent fare. He
had taken the strong populist line,
‘the nickel fare or no fare at all.”
However, at this time, while Earl
Browder urged Quill to accept the
fare increase to save both the union
and wages, trouble in the party ousted
Browder. His successor, William
Foster reversed the party’s position.
Quill, frustrated by the party and also
by its demand that the TWU support
the presidential candidacy of Henry
A. Wallace in the 1948 election, broke
with the Communist Party.?

Along with supporting the fare
increase, Quill continued to press for
higher wages for his TWU members.
As labor historian Joshua Freeman
notes:

On April 6 [1948] the
TWU struck the East Side and
Comprehensive Omnibus Company.

... The real motive for striking this
small Manhattan bus company was
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probably ro lay the basis for a renewed
push for a city-wide fare increase by creat-
ing a crisis atmosphere without paralyz-
ing the city. Reportedly, Hogan [Austin
Hogan, a known Communist] had
opposed calling the strike, while Quill

had been its main proponent.**

With this strike, the battle lines were
drawn. For the first time in public, Quill and
the Communist Party—in the person of Austin

Hogan—were on opposite sides of the fence.

FINALIZING THE BREAK

Several other developments in the struggle
between the right and the left for control of the
TWU were drawing together to finalize the
break between the TWU and the Communists.
First, Quill resigned from the American Labor
Party, which he had helped to found, denounc-
ing “the screwballs and crackpots, who will con-
tinue to carry on as if the Communist Party and
the American Labor Party were the same house
with two doors.”?

At the same time, the center of financial
power had shifted from Local 100 (the New York
City local) of the International Transit Workers
Union which, from the beginning, had funded
the International Transport Workers. But as
Local 100 fell on “bad times,” the Local owed
the International money.

As O’Donnell recalled:

In theory we owed the International
money, although the International really
(although it wasn’t a matter of owing)
owed us their shirt. The Commies were
smart.... They were going to keep the
International. They first of all planned
the [1948] convention for Chicago. That
meant that we would have to take the
Local 100 delegation to Chicago. That
would be very expensive. If we didn’t take
our full quota of delegates, we wouldn’t
have much of a voice in the convention.
If we were going to have any chance at the
convention, we would have to get them
all out there, and to get them all out there
meant money.*

The struggle reached its height as both
sides prepared for the International TWU
Convention of 1948. Three months before the
convention, Harry Sacher, counsel for Local
100, was ousted by Quill sympathizers. Quill
turned to John E O’Donnell to be his legal advi-
sor. O’Donnell’s post as General Counsel for
Local 100 would become the stepping stone for
his future position as General Counsel for the
International TWU.

Quill controlled Local 100 in New York
City, the largest local in the International
TWU. The left wing, however, controlled
the executive board of the International itself.
Quill predicted total victory for his anti-
Communist forces at the biennial convention
starting in Chicago on December 6. And Quill
knew well what he had to do: “We will have to
make changes in the constitution...and elect
board membership based on their membership
strength, one for each 2000 or 3000 dues-
paying members, and not as now on commit-
tee nominations.”?” The committees were the
source of the Communists’ voting strength. By
moving the voting power to the dues-paying
members, there was a better chance of out-
voting the Communists for the future election
of board members.

At the December 6, 1948 afternoon
session of the convention, delegate Daniel
Gilmartin (Local 100) asked the committee of
the whole to consider resolutions which called
for the election of all International officers and
International executive board members and
that those elected would take office imme-
diately upon election. Also included in these
resolutions was the abolishment of the offices
of the International executive vice president
[Austin Hogan] and of national director of
organization [John Santo]. Despite many
calls from the floor for a roll call vote on
these resolutions, the convention chairman,
International president Michael J. Quill, stat-
ed that “we will decide that [the resolutions]
again with a show of hands....And I declare
the resolution[s] adopted.”®
Later on at the Monday evening session,

delegate Frank O’Connor (Local 100), chairman
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break his back to help you out.”** O’Donnell
termed MacMahon “a very able guy,” and
O’Reilly “was a devoted man. The causes that he
had at heart he really stuck solidly by. He never
forgot where he came from; never forgot his
union. He was as fine a man as I ever knew.”3¢

The bond among these men who came
together to form a struggling group, a union, to
support the workers of New York, the mostly
Irish immigrant workers, stayed strong even
after the bitter split with their early Communist
supporters. As John O’Donnell was later to
recall, Quill found a non-elected position for
MacMahon in the TWU and later MacMahon
“ran for international secretary-treasurer and
was elected” because “the membership really
had a great deal of respect for MacMahon.”?
O’Reilly likewise was returned to the TWU and
became a Local 100 delegate.

As the Puritan writer Richard Baxter (1615-
91) appealed: “In necessary things, unity; in
doubtful things, liberty; in all things, charity.” 3
Michael Quill and the Irish immigrants who
worked with him clearly believed in unity, in lib-

erty, and in charity.
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