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1. AFL- CIO, “List of Large NLRB Elections, 1961 to 2010,” November 1, 2010, in the author’s pos-
session. According to this list, the Newport News election was the largest held among southern workplaces 
after 1961. The southern election that came closest had 11,217 voters at Cannon Mills in 1985. For the 1930s 
through the 1950s, see F. Ray Marshall, Labor in the South (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1967). Marshall does not list any elections with more than nineteen thousand voters. The Dan River vote 
in 1953 had about eleven thousand voters, and the RJR Reynolds vote in Winston- Salem in 1943 had about 
twelve thousand. There was an NLRB election held among southern workers in the Bell System in 1949 
with more than thirty thousand workers in nine states, but these workers were not all in one workplace. See 
1949 Proceedings of the Eleventh Constitutional Convention of the Congress of Industrial Organization, Cleve-
land, Ohio, 81. There was a decerti�cation attempt on a CWA (Communication Workers of America) unit 
among New York City telephone workers in 1970 that involved thirty- four thousand workers spread over 
many work sites. See “Largest Single NLRB Vote at Newport News,” Steel Labor, March 1978, 7. 

Labor: Studies in Working-Class History of the Americas, Volume 10, Issue 2

DOI 10.1215/15476715-2071688 © 2013 by Labor and Working-Class History Association

31

Signing Up in the Shipyard:  
Organizing Newport News and Reinterpreting  
the 1970s

Lane Windham 

Welders, painters, inspectors, and mechanics were among the Newport News, Vir-
ginia, shipyard workers who lined up to mark their union election ballots one cold 
and crisp January morning in 1978. Jan Hooks ticked off their names from her poll-
ing station in building 103 by the number 11 dry dock, offering a friendly nod or 
smile to the coworkers she recognized. A crane operator for the nation’s largest pri-
vate navy ship builder and a Steelworkers union supporter, Hooks was of�cially serv-
ing as an observer for a National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) election involving 
nineteen thousand workers. This was the largest single workplace union election ever 
held in the South, and it would be the largest such election held in the nation in the 
1970s.1 After the workers had �nished voting that evening, Hooks joined the crowd 
waiting for the vote count at the union hall. “We walked the �oor, we listened to the 
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radio, we prayed, we cried. When we �nally got the notice —  yes, we had won it —  it 
was like ‘Are you telling me the truth?’ We couldn’t believe it. I mean, not only did 
we win the election, we beat the heck out of them.” 2 

Historians are quick to �nd that the 1970s was a decade of blue- collar defeat, 
but no one told Jan Hooks and her coworkers that their role in the drama of the 
1970s American working class was supposed to be a tragic one. In 1978, these workers 
overthrew a company- controlled union that had been in place for nearly forty years. 
They achieved this as part of a workforce that was half white, half black, and increas-
ingly female. Through a union, they sought economic security in deeply insecure 
times. The civil rights movement greased the wheels of their victory. Their insur-
gency had been started by four African American men dissatis�ed with the pace of 
ending discrimination at the shipyard under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
and strengthened by increasing numbers of African American and female workers 
who believed they should have an equal access to the best jobs in the shipyard. These 
workers turned to the United Steelworkers of America (USWA) to help them secure 
that right.3 

When Tenneco Inc. —  the conglomerate that had owned the Newport News 
Shipbuilding and Dry Dock company for ten years —  followed the 1970s corporate 
pattern of hiring antiworker consultants and dragging its feet in court, the workers 
did not wait for the law to slowly churn out justice. They struck for eighty- two days 
to force the navy contractor to recognize their union, even as the governor’s guards-
men met them with dogs on the picket lines and the city police stormed the union 
hall, beating strikers with abandon. They went on to build a local union that mobi-
lized its members to shake up local and state politics and remained an active progres-
sive presence for decades.

There is no question that blue- collar workers lost power in the 1970s. The 
rules that had governed postwar labor relations were turned on their head, in large 
part by a shift toward a globalizing economy sharply tilted against workers. Exami-
nation of real wages, union density, and employment shows that workers suffered by 
the close of the decade.4 

Scholars differ on what forces were behind this new power relationship. Some 
blame workers’ worsening plight in the 1970s on unions, portrayed as apathetic and 
inept in the face of rising corporate power. Others have focused on a right- wing, 
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grassroots mobilization driving the nation’s turn to conservatism. Judith Stein �nds 
that liberals and the Democratic Party abandoned their blue- collar base for a new 
seat in the globalizing economy. Nelson Lichtenstein describes a tragic disjuncture 
between the individualized legal orientation, a lasting legacy of the civil rights move-
ment, and the more collective initiatives favored by labor law and organized labor. In 
Stayin’ Alive, Jefferson Cowie examines pop culture, politics, and the corporate media 
and �nds that by the mid- 1970s the American working class had lost not only its 
power but also its hold on the American imagination.5

Historians agree on one thing: the 1970s mattered deeply for working people. 
Could a major triumph at Newport News help us better understand a decade known 
for defeat? As scholars examine the push and pull that characterized the tumultu-
ous 1970s, what happens if we shine the historical spotlight on working people who 
actually won? 

The working class was alive and well in Newport News in 1978, and it held 
real potential for growth. Here we see how some blue- collar workers sought out the 
labor movement as the way to �nd a secure footing in a shifting economy. We also 
�nd that the civil rights movement energized rather than enervated workers’ orga-
nizing efforts. For decades, race had been a key wedge dividing workers, especially 
in the South. In Newport News, workers united across racial lines and rode the civil 
rights movement’s momentum to gain the sort of lasting economic change the move-
ment had found so elusive. 

The Newport News story happened late in the decade, and thus it troubles 
Cowie’s argument that by the mid- 1970s the “record- breaking strikes . . . and vibrant 
organizing drives that had once promised a new day for workers were reduced to a 
trickle.” 6 In fact, many workers tried to organize new unions in the 1970s. Workers 
were almost as likely to try to form new unions through the NLRB process during 
the entire 1970s as they had been in the 1950s and 1960s. Workers’ organizing efforts 
did not slow down signi�cantly until the 1980s.7 Union density, or the percentage of 
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average of 528,767), the numbers do not drop off precipitously until the early 1980s when 252,635 workers 
were eligible to vote in the elections held in 1981 –  84. Gold�eld points out that while the number of work-
ers brought to election remained steady from the mid- 1950s to 1980, the percentage of the potential voters 
brought to election shrank as the workforce grew. Nevertheless, even through this lens, it is clear that the 
1980s are the time of rapid decline, not the 1970s. In addition, according to the AFL- CIO, “List of Large 
NLRB Elections, 1961 to 2010,” there were as many large union elections (in which there were more than 
�ve thousand eligible voters) in the 1970s as in the 1960s. There were nineteen such elections in each decade, 
and Newport News was the largest in the 1970s. In the 1980s and 1990s, there were only three such elec-
tions during each decade. 
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the workforce with a union, was declining in the 1970s, but because this �gure also 
re�ects unionized plant closings and layoffs it masks workers’ organizing attempts. 
Strikes roiled the entire 1970s, not just the beginning. While it is true that the nation’s 
largest strike wave since the 1940s came in the early part of the decade, workers kept 
walking out in impressive numbers right up until 1979. There were eleven strikes in 
1979 that involved ten thousand workers or more, including more than two hundred 
thousand truckers and forty- seven thousand workers at United Airlines. While the 

Figure 1. Newport News shipyard workers cheering their 1978 union victory. It was the largest 
NLRB election win at a single workplace in the 1970s. United Steelworkers of America Collection, 
1936  –  2005, Communications Department Records, Box 7, AX/HCLA/02179. Courtesy the United 
Steelworkers of America Archives, Historical Collections and Labor Archives, Special Collections 
Library, University Libraries, Pennsylvania State University
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number of big strikes did slow down somewhat, there were still more big strikes in 
the second half of the 1970s than in the �rst half of the 1960s.8 

Workers fought back, but they ultimately lost real power. Why? In part, they 
lost ground because corporations upped their resistance. Workers had routinely won 
more than 70 percent of union elections in the 1950s and more than 60 percent in the 
1960s. By the end of the 1970s, they were winning fewer than half, largely because cor-
porations pushed back and broke labor law at an entirely new level.9 Unfair labor prac-
tices reached what was then an all- time high in 1979, and unions that won elections 
were increasingly less likely to win contracts. Employers routinely dragged their feet 
in negotiations and in court, effectively using weakened labor law to their bene�t.10

Workers also lost ground for structural reasons. They faced increased interna-
tional industrial competition in the 1970s, yet the nation did not prioritize national or 
global policy that would support US industry.11 The events at Newport News allow 
us to see what might have happened if the nation had developed a coherent indus-
trial and trade policy that anchored jobs in the United States. Jan Hooks and her 
coworkers had special leverage not available to other industrial workers. Newport 
News was the only navy yard that could build and refurbish nuclear aircraft carriers. 
Navy ships, by law, had to be built in the United States. While Newport News work-
ers faced �erce employer resistance as they organized and struck, these workers were 
less subject to competitive forces from the changing global economy than other US 
workers. They had more room in which to �ght back. Other US workers were left to 
corporate whims in the 1970s as employers used workers’ deepening insecurity in the 
global economy to break strikes and organizing efforts. 

Newport News Shipbuilding and the “Union Stopper”
There was no missing the shipyard if you visited Newport News in 1978. The dry 
docks sprawled for two miles along the James River and twenty- story cranes towered 
over the town, emblazoned with the Tenneco name and seal.12

In 1978, the shipyard was the largest employer in the state, with nineteen 
thousand workers, and more than a third of the money circulating in the entire Tide-
water local economy came from the company. It was a major navy contractor that 
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Shipyard,” New York Times, December 11, 1978. 

14. Tazewell, Newport News Shipbuilding. 
15. National Labor R. Bd. v. Newport News Shipbuilding and Dry Dock, 308 U.S. 241 (1939). 
16. Herbert Northrup, Organized Labor and the Negro (New York: Harper, 1944), 229 –  31.
17. Robert W. Moore, telephone interview by the author, October 14, 2010.
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folder 5, Historical Collections and Labor Archives, Pennsylvania State University, State College, PA. 
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tember 28, 1977, 30. 
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built and refurbished aircraft carriers and nuclear submarines, but it also did pri-
vate work for cruise lines. This shipyard was one of the largest in the world. Tenneco 
bought the yard in 1968.13

The company was founded in 1886 as the Chesapeake Dry Dock and Con-
struction Company and got its �rst navy contract in 1893.14 The company established 
an employee representation plan (ERP) in 1927. In 1939, in one of the �rst cases of the 
newly established NLRB to come before the US Supreme Court, the court upheld a 
lower court’s decision that the ERP was company directed and ordered the company 
to disestablish it.15 The Peninsula Shipbuilders Association (PSA) replaced the ERP 
in 1940 and became one of the nation’s longest- running independent unions.16 

However, the company’s hand was very visible in PSA’s affairs. In fact, Robert 
Moore, a former PSA delegate and later a United Steelworkers of America (USWA) 
supporter, said that it was not really a union but a “union stopper,” which the com-
pany encouraged to keep a more effective union out.17 The PSA did have a process for 
worker grievances, though it almost never took those grievances to an outside arbitra-
tor —  a right that is fundamental to most union’s practices. The PSA constitution had 
no provisions for general meetings with workers, and if workers did attend the meet-
ings, they had no vote. Instead, they used a delegate system of indirect representation. 
Workers in various departments could vote on their delegates, who in turn would 
attend the only available union meetings and make all the decisions about leadership, 
�nances, and bargaining.18 It was a democracy in name only, for few workers were 
even members of the PSA. At the time of the USWA election, only about a third of 
the workers in the yard were PSA members.19 The PSA never even held a conven-
tion until the USWA organizing drive began.20 Edward Coppedge served as a PSA 
delegate for many years before he helped found the USWA local, because he believed 
that some union was better than no union, but he was appalled by the PSA’s relation-
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ship with the company. “The independent union was controlled and owned by the 
company. . . . you basically [got] what they wanted to give you.” 21 

During its �fty years in the Newport News shipyard, the PSA beat back 
four attempts by outside unions to represent the workers, including by the Industrial 
Union of Marine and Shipbuilding Workers in the 1940s, the International Broth-
erhood of Boilermakers in the 1950s, and the International Association of Machin-
ists in the 1960s and early 1970s.22 The PSA did not succeed alone. The company 
had a vested interest in keeping the PSA as the workers’ representative. For instance, 
the company’s president sent a letter to all workers in 1972 urging them not to sign 
machinist union cards: “If you haven’t signed one of these cards, I hope you won’t. . . . 
so far as I’m concerned, there already is a bargaining agent —  the Peninsula Ship-
building Association.” 23 

“Rights Consciousness” Paves the Way for Workers’ Union
On July 2, 1965, a group of African American workers �led a Title VII suit against 
the shipyard, charging that it denied promotions on account of race and did not allow 
black workers into the higher paying jobs. Many yard facilities, such as water foun-
tains and restrooms, were still segregated at this time. The federal government began 
a thorough investigation. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
found “reasonable cause” in its investigation of racial discrimination and signed a con-
ciliation agreement with the company to increase African American access to higher 
paying jobs.24 As a result of the settlement with the EEOC, the company promoted 
3,890 black workers, assigned blacks to some supervisory positions, and increased 
black participation in the apprenticeship school. The PSA promptly charged that the 
agreement between the company and the government violated its contract. Thirty- 
one black members of the PSA disagreed with their organization and �led their own 
report. Among their ranks was one key leader, Oscar Pretlow, who helped spur the 
USWA effort in later years.25 

Workers �led and won more such suits over the next decade, yet change was 
not fast enough for four African American yard workers who had been active in the 
PSA —  Oscar Pretlow, Edward Coppedge, Ellis Co�eld, and W. T. Hayes. By the 
mid- 1970s, they decided that they had had enough of company unionism and the 
PSA’s lack of activism on civil rights. “We went out and �led and followed up on dis-
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26. Coppedge interview, October 27, 2010.
27. A group of twelve hundred professional and technical workers decided to leave the PSA in 1971. 

They formed a separate bargaining unit, called the Designers’ Association of Newport News (DANN), 
which the company recognized for bargaining purposes. In 1976 they held an internal vote, chose to af� liate 
with the United Steelworkers, and made that decision of� cial in a 1977 NLRB election. When the company 
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News, VA), February 26, 1979.
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crimination in trying to get the shipyard to live by the Civil Rights Act, but we didn’t 
have anybody backing us. . . . To say we are going to go out there and take on the 
company on civil rights, the PSA was not the union. They wouldn’t do it,” remem-
bered Coppedge.26 The group of four men secretly reached out to the USWA in 
October 1976 to explore having the union represent the yard workers. The USWA 
was already working with a group of twelve hundred ship designers who had bolted 
from the PSA a few years earlier.27 They formed an organizing committee, which 

Figure 2. Oscar Pretlow 
and Ellis Cofi eld, two 
of the four original 
activists for the union, 
celebrating their NLRB 
election win. United 
Steelworkers of America 
Collection, 1936  – 2005, 
Communications 
Department Records, 
Box 7, AX/HCLA/02179. 
Courtesy the United 
Steelworkers of America 
Archives, Historical 
Collections and Labor 
Archives, Special 
Collections Library, 
University Libraries, 
Pennsylvania State 
University
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began slowly expanding over the next year, reaching out to likely supporters and 
building its strength behind the scenes.28 

The yard was about half black and half white in the late 1970s, and Coppedge 
and his cohorts found that the black workers were much more likely than white 
workers to support the USWA. Black workers had a long history of being more sup-
portive of unions than whites in the South. Throughout the postwar period, a union 
won through the Wagner act offered a federally backed route to win real power in a 
racially stacked southern political economy.29 Black workers at Newport News were 
quick to see the advantages and turned to the union to win the economic gains the 
civil rights movement had not secured. By 1978, black people in the South still earned 
only 60 percent of what whites earned.30 Despite the EEOC efforts, black workers 
were not treated equally within the yard. “It was just a lot of blacks in the brute . . . 
nasty, dirty jobs,” remembers Alton Glass, a young welder who years later served as 
local union president.31 

Workers such as Glass and Coppedge had one huge advantage over the gen-
erations of men and women who preceded them: they had seen real change happen-
ing through the civil rights movement. Because of this, they had higher expectations. 
Nelson Lichtenstein labels this as “rights consciousness,” a new sense of empower-
ment among working people that grew out of the civil rights and women’s move-
ments.32 Scholars have not yet fully examined the ways that rights consciousness and 
the civil rights movement energized workers’ union organizing and activism in the 
1970s and have given especially short shrift to industrial workers’ organizing efforts.33

An organizing lens —  rather than a lens that focuses only on existing unions —  offers 
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a fresh perspective. It was no coincidence that after various unions tried four times to 
overthrow the company- led PSA, the group of Newport News workers who �nally 
succeeded included more African Americans and women than ever before. For these 
workers, the union was a tool they could use to both shore up their newfound civil 
rights and win economic security. 

Organizing Drive Kicks Off 
The USWA sent in three organizers in 1977 —  Jack Hower, Roosevelt Robinson, and 
John Kitchens —  who began to meet individually with workers. They were careful 
to build a mixed- race leadership group, which meant spending extra time develop-
ing white leaders, a task they often accomplished at a Moose lodge and local bars.34 

Key issues included wages that were about $2.50 less than the national ship-
yard average and poor retirement bene�ts. The PSA had signed a retirement agree-
ment in 1969 that counted people’s service only from that year forward. People who 
had already put in forty years, such as Oscar Pretlow, stood to earn as little as $52 a 
month on retirement under this system.35 Many people were particularly upset that 
Tenneco had cut a paid twenty- minute lunch break period; they saw this as emblem-
atic of a larger lack of respect from the conglomerate.36 

By the end of July 1977, the USWA had built a committee of �ve hundred 
yard workers ready to spearhead an effort to oust the PSA. One hot August morn-
ing, they began passing out Steelworker authorization cards at the nineteen gates the 
workers used to enter the yard. The workers’ union campaign was now out in the 
open and moving quickly.37 

Organizing Newport News posed an incredible logistical challenge. To �le 
for a union election, the workers would have to �le cards with the government signed 
by more than six thousand workers; only then would the NLRB schedule an elec-
tion. Shipyard workers lived in communities scattered all over the Chesapeake region. 
Many commuted from as far as �fty miles away on buses or in carpools. Workers 
began to gather union cards any way they could —  on the gates at 6 a.m., in people’s 
homes, even in the vans that brought workers to the shipyard from as far away as 
North Carolina. “We would sneak behind the toolbox racks, behind the machinery” 
to get the cards signed, remembered Hooks. “Sneaky. In the bathrooms. Lord, some 
of the conversations we had in the bathrooms. That’s where we did a lot of our orga-
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nizing.” 38 The USWA organizers began to branch out far from the shipyard and held 
meetings with groups of workers where they lived as well as in local recreation cen-
ters, churches, and hotel conference rooms.39 

The USWA organizers soon put together a meeting just for women. Women 
had entered the shipyard in 1973 following an EEOC settlement and by 1977 made 
up between 10 and 15 percent of the workforce. Many women took the job because 
it was the best opportunity around, even though the going was rough. “It wasn’t my 
intent to go down in the shipyard and get dirty and crawl through tanks, but that’s 
where the money was and I had a child so that’s what I did,” remembered Peggy 
Carpenter, who pointed out that many of the women were single mothers like her-
self. Jan Hooks, a crane operator, came into the shipyard in 1976 and remembers “the 
women were really treated bad the �rst three to �ve years. . . . the supervisor, people 
would come up to you and call you silly. . . . they called us shipyard whores.” 40 The 
Steelworker organizers asked the women to play an outsized role in the organizing 
campaign. “Women could draw crowds. . . . we had social events we had set up, like 
dances and what not,” remembers Carpenter.41 

At each shift change, PSA supporters would gather outside the gates to coun-
ter the USWA committee and organizers as they gathered cards. Wearing special 
PSA decals emblazoned on their white helmets, they would challenge and taunt the 
USWA supporters, who often wore their union ball caps. The USWA supporters 
gathered enough signatures to �le for a NLRB election in December 1977 —  they 
�led with cards signed by 11,687 of the 19,244 workers in the yard. The date of the 
election soon was set for January 31, 1978.42

The Campaign Hits High Gear
Tenneco immediately began a heavy campaign to convince the workers to vote 
against the union —  a campaign that was orchestrated by Seyfarth- Shaw, one of the 
largest management- side law �rms in the nation. Seyfarth- Shaw joined the surge of 
growth among anti- union consultants and �rms in the 1970s. It quadrupled in size 
in the last �ve years of the decade and also represented both the lettuce growers (in 
their efforts to �ght the United Farmworkers) and the Washington Post (in a bitter 
pressman strike).43 

Under the law �rm’s direction, Tenneco pulled workers into closed- door 
meetings to talk against the union, �red and harassed workers, and threatened that 
workers would lose their jobs and bene�ts. Danny Keefer remembers that supervi-
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sors would hold meetings “and they would be letting you know that if you go that 
way instead of keeping the PSA, things are going to be different here. Not to your 
best interest.” 44 PSA delegates spoke with Peggy Carpenter’s work group, but USWA 
supporters were not allowed to speak up. “I recall saying, ‘Well, you had a chance to 
speak, let me speak.’ And that was a no no.” 45 Robert Moore was still a PSA delegate 
at this point and voted for the PSA in the election. He remembers having free rein to 
walk the yard with his PSA buttons, armband, and decals on his hard hat. After one 
of the frequent PSA campaign meetings with the company, Moore remembers that 
the PSA “gave us all a little piece of paper . . . with what you’d lose (with the union), 
that type of stuff. When you walked around and someone asked you a question you 
just more of less read it off to them.” 46

The company leaned on the PSA to help it defeat the USWA. The Newport 
News head of personnel, D. T. Savas, was a featured speaker at the �rst- ever PSA 
convention soon after the USWA drive began. He urged the members to “reject the 
Steelworkers; don’t be coaxed or pressured into signing a Steelworkers card.” 47 The 
Steelworkers �led charges with the NLRB after the company �red one USWA sup-
porter for circulating a letter critical of the PSA. The NLRB judge found that the 
company had broken the law and that its attitudes “disclose[d] a desire on its part to 
shore up the fortunes of a labor organization with whom it had achieved a comfort-
able relationship and whose status was being challenged by a potential rival.” 48 

The larger African American community was divided on the unionization 
issue and local black leaders had a lot of potential sway. Newport News was a rela-
tively small town of about one hundred �fty thousand people in 1978 and was about 
30 percent African American.49 These leaders’ opinions could make a real difference 
in how workers voted. After all, while black workers were more supportive of the 
USWA than the white workers, there were still many who were undecided. In past 
campaigns, the black ministers’ associations helped defeat the outside union and sup-
ported the PSA. In this effort, however, dueling black ministers’ groups came down 
on either side of the issue. Carpenter remembers that much of the support in the 
black community for the corporation came from the middle class. “You’ve got to take 
into consideration probably they never worked in the plant and a lot of their people 
could have been management. They are not going to buck them.” 50 

Reverend Martin Luther King Sr. was scheduled to speak at a massive pro- 
union rally two days before the vote, but he cancelled after being urged to do so by 
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some local black ministers. The USWA immediately dispatched a group of support-
ers and leaders to Atlanta to meet with King. He nevertheless bowed out because of 
ill health and sent his aide, Rev. Littleton Price, in his stead.51

More than twenty- �ve hundred workers came together at that rally in the 
Hampton Coliseum two days before the vote.52 Price urged the workers to vote for the 
USWA: “It is my recommendation, and I believe I have the endorsement of Daddy 
King, that you vote for the United Steelworkers of America.” Harold Ford, a two- 
term African American congressman from Tennessee, praised the USWA. In refer-
ence to the controversy over King’s absence, Ford hinted at a generational difference 
within the civil rights movement. He said he wanted Tenneco “to know Dr. King is 
78 and I’m 32 and those threats won’t work.” 53 

January 31, 1978, election day, was cold and clear. The voting started at 5:30 
a.m. and ended at 6:00 p.m. A total of 17, 210 workers voted, �rst lining up at one of 
�fteen polling places and then voting in booths before dropping their ballots in boxes. 
Sixty- �ve NLRB staff people oversaw the massive election, joined by of�cial observ-
ers from the company, PSA, and USWA, including Jan Hooks.54 

As voting wrapped up, the PSA held an early victory party at its new $1 mil-
lion headquarters, complete with a dance band and catered food. The USWA sup-
porters anxiously gathered at the Steam�tters’ hall. At 10 p.m. the television news 
announced that PSA was ahead 55 to 45 percent in the vote count. Spirits sunk. At 
about midnight, a local photographer rushed into the Steam�tters’ hall and asked 
why the mood was so glum. He announced that the USWA workers had just won, 
9,093 to 7,548. Workers hoisted him to their shoulders and rushed him to the micro-
phone where he made the of�cial announcement as the room erupted in hugs and 
tears. At noon the next day, the USWA supporters hosted a victory march in the yard 
to celebrate their new union.55 

Within �ve days of the January election, the company and PSA �led nearly 
identical objections to the election, arguing that the NLRB of�cials mishandled the 
elections. In May, the regional director of the NLRB recommended that the union 
be certi�ed and that the objections should be dismissed. Tenneco and the PSA 
demanded a review by the full NLRB in Washington, DC, which also recommended 
certifying the USWA union.56 “It is obvious that the election was not error free,” 
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wrote the three- member panel. “However, in our judgment the free choice of these 
workers was not thwarted.” The panel members pointed out that the magnitude of 
such a sizeable election caused logistical problems, but those were not suf�cient to 
jeopardize the election.57 Tenneco followed by appealing the decision to the Fourth 
Circuit Court of Appeals. In a letter to its workers, company of�cials explained why 
“we, unlike the NLRB, cannot accept election misconduct and irregularities in free 
elections.” 58 

The USWA supporters, meanwhile, were beginning to build their union even 
as their case wound its way through the courts. They held their �rst of�cer election 
in late August and voted in a slate of eleven of�cers from a �eld of sixty candidates.59

“Even though the company didn’t recognize us we elected our of�cers. We set up and 
got ready to meet with the company,” remembers Peggy Carpenter, the Local 8888’s 
new �nancial secretary. In mid- November, they held another massive union meeting 
at the Hampton Coliseum, in which seventy- �ve hundred workers stood together and 
were of�cially sworn in as members of the newly named Local 8888 of the USWA.60

Strike! 
Tenneco knew that it could buy time by appealing the NLRB’s decision to the Fourth 
Circuit. Even NLRB of�cials admitted their process could take years.61 Nine months 
after they voted for their union, the Steelworkers supporters grew impatient with the 
glacial pace of the nation’s labor law. 

Newport News workers had a decision to make by the end of 1978. Should 
they let their case lumber through the courts? Or did they have the strength to walk 
out? Their decision would come in the context of a year marked by massive strikes. 
If they chose to strike, theirs would actually be small compared to the other strikes in 
1978 among coal, railroad, and grocery store workers.62 

“We won count- wise, we had won every court case,” remembers Jan Hooks. 
“You get to the point where you have had all you are going to take and the hell 
with them. The only thing that a working person has to withhold is their work.” 63

More than seventy- �ve hundred workers gathered in December 1978 and authorized 
a strike at any time. At that rally, Undersecretary of Labor Robert Brown called 
the Tenneco situation “a classic case for labor law reform” and promised the Labor 
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Department would do what it could to bring labor peace. Meanwhile, US Labor Sec-
retary Ray Marshall asked the union and company to meet in his of�ces to discuss the 
issues at hand. Forty- three newly elected bargaining committee members traveled to 
Washington, DC, for the meeting, but the company refused to participate.64 

The workers began their strike on January 31, 1979, one year to the day after 
they voted for their union. They carefully organized the picket lines with twenty- one 
stations within a 2.5- mile radius and used CB radios to communicate. The governor 
of Virginia sent in more than one hundred state troopers to monitor the picket lines 
and bolster the city police. The company, meanwhile, armed security guards with .38 
caliber pistols, mounted a water cannon on the gates, and gave its guards specialized 
military training.65 There was some cause for concern as a wildcat strike eleven years 
earlier had injured nine of�cers and twenty- one workers.66

The second day of the strike became chaotic. State and local police moved in 
on the pickets with police dogs, one of which attacked Betty Johnson, a USWA pick-
eter. At one gate there were twenty state and local police in riot gear with four dogs to 
control seventy- �ve pickets. When the police refused to allow the picket line to cross 
the plant’s driveway at the Sixty- Eighth Street gate, Wayne Crosby, Local 8888’s presi-
dent, put on a placard and boldly walked across the drive. He was promptly arrested 
for violating the state’s right- to- work law.67 Meanwhile, one picketer used a knife to 
threaten workers crossing the picket line until another picketer told him to stop. One 
man drove through the line in his car with a motorcycle helmet on his head. Another 
calmly strolled through with his hands in his pockets.68 
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More arrests followed in the next few weeks. Strikers began scattering jack 
rocks (welded- together nails) around the shipyard gates to �atten the tires of employ-
ees attempting to go to work. By mid-February, there had been thirty- four arrests.69 

Much of the workforce, community, and even families were split over the 
strike. Ricky Pike remembers, “Out of my whole family, I was the only one who 
didn’t cross the picket line. . . . I was very much the outcast of the family.” His father 
and uncle both crossed the line. Pike’s daughter was born during the strike and he 
remembers that because of the tension in the family, his relatives did not visit the hos-
pital to welcome the new baby.70 

The USWA held a massive march of support on March 2, bringing in union 
members and supporters from around the country. More than four thousand people 
marched through the streets of Newport News chanting, “Eighty- eight close the gate.” 71

In the early weeks of the strike, Local 8888 had been able to squeeze Tenneco. 
Though the company claimed that 60 percent of the workforce was reporting to work 
by mid- February, a local newspaper found that the �gure was closer to 20 percent.72

The USWA had a $90 million strike fund at the time and began sending weekly ben-
e�ts to the striking workers. Nevertheless, as the strike wore on into weeks and then 
months, it became much more dif�cult for the members of Local 8888 to hold the 
line. By mid- April, even the union admitted that half the workers were reporting to 
work, while the company put the �gure at three- quarters.73 

The USWA, meanwhile, was under a myriad of pressures to end the strike. 
Ray Marshall, US secretary of labor, had urged USWA president Lloyd McBride to 
wait until the company’s appeal was heard by the Fourth Circuit.74 The strike was 
expensive, as the USWA headquarters not only provided strike bene�ts —  as much 
as $3 million —  but also funded a massive infrastructure support system.75 The legal 
support was larger than anything the USWA had undertaken in twenty years, and 
at least fourteen lawyers were working nearly full time on various aspects of the 
case.76 
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By the end of March, two months into the strike, McBride admitted that it 
had been a “tactical blunder” to paint the strike as a major breakthrough.77 He began 
to put pressure on the district director, Bruce Thrasher, and the local staff running 
the effort to end the strike.78 On April 13, six thousand workers once again packed 
the Hampton Coliseum and voted to suspend the strike in a week and to wait out 
the board process. The decision was hotly debated, and many strikers did not want to 
return. These dissidents won one concession —  they demanded that the company not 
call their offer to return to work “unconditional.” The company agreed, and workers 
were scheduled to return to work on April 23.79

Bloody Monday
Though the picket line was of�cially ended on Sunday night and workers were sched-
uled to return to work a week later, many strikers turned out on the gates Monday 
morning, April 16. They were angry they had lost, and they did not want to go back 
to work. In a kind of wildcat action, workers began marching through the parking 
lots and through the town to the PSA headquarters, throwing rocks and breaking 
windows. “They did some damage. Rocks, bottles, anything we could get, we busted 
windows and everything. But we never touched anybody. We never hurt anybody,” 
remembers Jan Hooks, who contrasted the strikers’ property damage to the personal 
violence they suffered at the hands of the police.80 

A confrontation began at the Fiftieth Street gate. A crowd of strikers locked 
arms and sang, “We shall not be moved,” while blocking workers attempting to enter 
the gate.81 Meanwhile, the city and state police reacted in a massive show of force 
to quell the strikers. The police massed on Washington Avenue in full riot gear. 
To one young striker, they looked like a wall of black.82 Jan Hooks stood in a local 
storefront watching the police form a phalanx with their batons ahead of them and 
rush up Washington Avenue through the masses of strikers. “They started running, 
they started hitting, shoving, pushing. . . . They shoved me, started beating me across 
the back and kidneys with a baton, there was three of them.” 83 The police beat and 
arrested strikers and bystanders indiscriminately. Four police, including the chief of 
police, beat one lone striker with batons as another dozen of�cers and police dogs 
surrounded them.84 Other police knocked one local reporter to the ground. They 
rushed the union hall and pushed one striker through the front plate- glass window. 
The police caught one of the local union of�cers at the foot of the stairs, where they 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/labor/article-pdf/10/2/31/324658/LAB102_05_Windham_fpp.pdf
by UNIV OF TX AUSTIN user
on 04 August 2020



85. “Police Unleash Vicious, Unprovoked Attack,” Newport News Shipbuilding Strike Bulletin, April 23, 
1979, no. 12, Local 8888 USWA Records; Cindy Boyd, interview by the author, Newport News, VA, October 
28, 2010; “Police Run Amok, Attack Strike Headquarters,” Steel Labor, May, 1979, 3. 

86. Boyd interview.
87. Mathew Paust, “Two Acquitted of Charges in Yard Strike,” Times- Herald (Newport News, VA), 

January 12, 1980. 
88. “Strike Suspended; NLRB Decision Awaited,” Newport News Shipbuilding Strike Bulletin, April 

30, 1979, no. 13, USWA Local 8888 Records; and Hooks interview.
89. James A. Gross, Broken Promise: The Subversion of U.S. Labor Relations Policy, 1947  –1994 (Phila-

delphia: Temple University Press, 1995), 242 –  46.
90. Ernie Gates, “Court Takes Middle Ground in Shipyard Election Appeal,” Daily Press, March 3, 

1979; and Carl Frankel, interview by the author, August 17, 2010, Pittsburgh, PA.
91. Chain voting is when a voter leaves a voting place with a blank ballot which is then marked by 

one organization outside the voting place. Another voter would then deposit that marked ballot and bring 
another blank ballot to be marked, and so forth. 

92. Ernie Gates, “Torn Blank Ballots Found, NLRB Hearing Judge Told,” Daily Press, March 29, 
1979; Frankel interview; and Carl Frankel personal notes, January 28, 1980, speech �le, LD- 257, USWA 
Legal Files, Pittsburgh, PA. 

LABOR 10:2  48

beat him and then broke his leg as he lay unconscious on the �oor.85 Cindy Boyd was 
inside the union hall working on the �nancial books and watched in astonishment 
as union members began throwing furniture down the stairwell to block the police 
from coming up.86 The local deputy chief reportedly told of�cers on duty to “make 
sure you add charges of breach of the peace and resisting arrest on everyone who went 
to the hospital to cover our asses.” 87

What later became known as “Bloody Monday” did not turn the tide, how-
ever. A week later, the strikers went back to work as planned and suspended their 
eighty- two- day strike. Hooks remembers, “I cried every step of the way.” 88

The Law Is on Trial 
If the workers’ strike had taken place a decade later, the story of their union prob-
ably would have ended there, but in 1979, the NLRB had a Democratic major-
ity appointed under Carter and, unlike the Reagan and Bush boards, did give real 
weight to its mission to protect workers’ freedom to form unions.89 Even though the 
wheels of justice were frustratingly slow and employers mucked up their gears at 
every chance, the workers still had a chance to win in the courts. 

During the strike, the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals judge had decided 
that at least one of the company’s and PSA’s charges had possible merit. The Fourth 
Circuit sent the case back to the NLRB and ordered it to hold a hearing into whether 
the election could have been fraudulent.90 The new NLRB hearing began in mid- 
March and revolved around the allegation that the NLRB of�cers’ conduct left open 
the possibility that there could have been chain voting.91 Though no one ever testi-
�ed that chain voting took place, the shipyard brought in witnesses who testi�ed that 
they had seen blank and torn ballots �oating around the polling places. The hearings 
spanned three weeks and included about ninety witnesses. If the judge decided in the 
company’s favor, he would most likely call for a new union election.92
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On May 2, the NLRB’s administration law judge upheld the workers’ victory. 
The company appealed the decision to the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals, which 
heard oral arguments in September before considering the case yet again.93 

For the Newport News workers, the law itself was increasingly on trial. “Most 
Americans are probably not even aware that many corporations today simply ignore 
the law,” noted Local 8888 President Wayne Crosby. “It’s a law without penalties.” 94

Nearly 150 Newport News workers were cheered at a massive USWA rally for labor 

Figure 3. A local reporter, Yolanda Jones, was knocked to the ground by police who confronted 
striking workers on “Bloody Monday.” United Steelworkers of America Collection, 1936 – 2005, 
Communications Department Records, Box 7, AX/HCLA/02179. Courtesy the United Steelworkers of 
America Archives, Historical Collections and Labor Archives, Special Collections Library, University 
Libraries, Pennsylvania State University

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/labor/article-pdf/10/2/31/324658/LAB102_05_Windham_fpp.pdf
by UNIV OF TX AUSTIN user
on 04 August 2020



95. “Newport News ‘Victims’ Spark USWA Rally for Labor Law Reform,” Steel Labor, July 1978, 5. 
96. David Vogel, Fluctuating Fortunes (New York: Basic Books, 1989), 154 –  57. The new group was 

staffed by of�cials from the National Association of Manufacturers, the US Chamber of Commerce, and 
the National Federation of Independent Businesses. 

97. Stein, Pivotal Decade, 185 –  89.
98. “News Update for Tenneco Shipyard Workers from the USWA,” Vol. 1, No. 10, September 27, 

1979, LD- 257, USWA Legal Files, Pittsburgh, PA. 
99. “Newport News Negotiators Report Progress in Shipyard Talks,” Steel Labor, January 1980, 6; 

Newport News Shipbuilding and Dry Dock Company and United Steelworkers of America Local 8888, Collec-
tive Bargaining Agreement for the Term March 31, 1980, through Midnight October 31, 1983, 2971/14, Special 
Collections and Archives, Southern Labor Archives, Georgia State University Library, Atlanta.

100. Coppedge interview, October 27, 2010.

LABOR 10:2  50

law reform in July in Washington, DC, as the Senate considered a key labor law �x.95

Despite having been watered down, the reform bill had only unenthusiastic support 
from the Carter administration and came up against heavy opposition from newly 
energized right- wing business groups who formed the National Action Committee 
for Labor Law Reform.96 The bill was �libustered to death by a joint effort of Repub-
licans and Democrats from states with low unionization rates.97 

Meanwhile, the Newport News workers continued building their union. 
They were not deterred by the endless court delays, the defeat of labor law reform, or 
the fact that the economic crisis was deepening for working people by the late 1970s. 
By June 1979 they had expanded their organizing committee to nine hundred mem-
bers and had 530 temporary stewards wearing buttons in the yard. The workers also 
held new of�cer elections, and thousands voted in the elections using special ballot-
ing machines. They elected Edward Coppedge president of Local 8888 and elected a 
majority of African Americans to the local’s leadership positions.98

Finally, on October 11, 1979, the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals upheld the 
NLRB’s decision that the Newport News workers had fairly chosen the USWA as 
their bargaining representatives. The company chose not to appeal any further. It 
had taken twenty- one months and four legal rulings, but Edward Coppedge, Peggy 
Carpenter, Jan Hooks, and their coworkers had �nally won their USWA bargaining 
rights. That night three thousand people packed the Hampton Coliseum yet again as 
the organizing team and lawyers received a standing ovation. 

The Contract and Beyond 
Negotiations began in early November 1979 at the local Holiday Inn. Key issues 
included pensions, guaranteed raises, health and safety, and wage increases. Twenty- 
six workers were elected to the bargaining committee, and among their ranks were 
three of the four men who had �rst reached out to the USWA in 1976.99 The work-
ers’ union and the company �nally reached agreement in late March the following 
year. “We went from one of the lowest paid shipbuilders in the industry to the highest 
paid, and better bene�ts,” remembers Edward Coppedge.100 Pay rates for a �rst- class 
mechanic, for instance, went up from $6.90 to $9.15 during the three- year contract, 
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and by 1985 were up to $11.50.101 The workers and company signed their agreement 
on March 31 with a big yellow pen in front of an audience of television cameras and 
reporters.102

The members of Local 8888 used their new union contract as a base to build 
an organization that fought for a progressive agenda and nurtured a culture of activ-
ism. The PSA had not involved workers in decisions about politics and actually 
endorsed the Republican John Dalton for governor of Virginia in 1977 despite the fact 
that he was a strong supporter of the state’s right- to- work laws.103 In their new USWA 
local, workers who were part of an active political action committee quizzed dozens 
of candidates before issuing an endorsement.104 They lobbied at the state capitol for 
improved laws on unemployment compensation and sat on statewide committees on 
job training.105 Newport News workers often had not engaged in wider political dia-
logue before they became active with the USWA. For example, shipyard worker Jan 
Hooks remembers that before she joined the USWA, she had never voted. After join-
ing, she traveled to Washington, DC, for numerous rallies, helped get her cowork-
ers to vote, and organized workers in unorganized workplaces. She remembers that 
more men than women marched alongside her at an ERA rally in Richmond.106 Jan 
Hooks was cut from the same cloth as the white working- class women whom one 
scholar described as helping to bring in a God-  and employer- based conservatism in 
the 1970s. A major difference, however, is that Jan Hooks was involved in a union 
that prioritized political education and involvement.107 

Democracy was alive and well in the union, and at times the union itself 
became the terrain for progressive action. For example, Local 8888 initially had a tra-
dition of having only men in the top positions, including the key position of trustee. 
“That just gave me all the drive and determination in the world because we just left a 
union that wouldn’t let us do what we felt like we wanted to do. I wasn’t going to have 
that,” recalls Cindy Boyd.108 She threw her hat in the ring in 1983 and was elected the 
�rst woman trustee. 

The Newport News story reveals the importance of organizations —  includ-
ing labor unions —  to a thorough exploration of working- class radicalism in the 1970s. 
Even though wildcat strikes and gas riots marked the 1970s working- class dissidence, 
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we also need to look at the ways working people used more traditional worker orga-
nizations to take on the nation’s power structure.109 

These workers’ story also offers a challenge to scholars who see a sharp divide 
between civil rights gains and unionizing.110 Rather than relying on individual cases 
through the government, they used their union to ensure fair treatment. Edward 
Coppedge remembers that before they formed their USWA union, there were “black 
folks down there that hadn’t had a raise in years and couldn’t get one. And you know, 
there was nothing ever done about it. They really didn’t move on civil rights until the 
steelworkers got there. All of a sudden . . . when you say you are going to �le a civil 
rights charge . . . they knew that the union was behind you and the company backed 
off.” 111 In many ways Local 8888 became an organization of the “long civil rights 
movement,” one that fought for economic gains as it pursued an agenda of equality 
and justice.112 

Local 8888 also became part of a wider organizing tradition. The workers 
joined in organizing efforts, reaching out to workers throughout the South who did 
not already have a union. For example, Ricky Pike later volunteered as an organizer 
on a campaign among US Airways workers in Charlotte and Jan Hooks helped 
Smith�eld packing workers win a union with a different international union.113 Most 
of the local’s leaders volunteered in organizing at some point. 

When we view the 1970s through an organizing lens, we can interrogate 
scholars’ assertions that postwar unions were trapped in a legalistic framework built 
to support the post –  World War II social compact. According to those scholars, under 
that compact workers agreed not to protest so much if corporations agreed to share 
the wealth. However, these historians contend that union workers became satis-
�ed with their share of the pie and did not reach out to expand the bene�ts more 
broadly.114 Examining union organizing by workers allows us to see how some work-
ers used their unions to expand the WWII social compact beyond their base, even 
through the late 1970s. 

When labor historians have taken organizing seriously as an analytical cat-
egory for the 1970s, they have given more attention to government workers and ser-
vice workers and focused less on efforts by industrial workers such as those at New-
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port News.115 However, a number of industrial unions, including those representing 
textile workers, steelworkers, machinists, rubber workers, and others, were trying to 
help workers form new unions.116 

The Challenge
“I think more unions, more working people, are going to get together, statewide, 
nationwide. We know what we want; we want a fair shake,” asserted Peggy Carpen-
ter in a 1981 interview soon after she had won her union.117 Carpenter, of course, was 
wrong on one level: workers did not come together in unprecedented numbers in the 
1980s. In the light of Peggy Carpenter’s hope and optimism, however, historians face 
a challenge. Even late in the 1970s, workers had reason to believe that they could win 
power. They were successfully organizing unions and building lasting organizations, 
and they often did so by building on the successes of the civil rights movement. 

The Newport News shipyard workers’ victory reminds us of the breadth of 
working people’s resistance in the 1970s. Their organizing drive warrants historical 
attention for its sheer size. It was the largest single- unit NLRB election in the 1970s 
and the largest in the history of the USWA.118 More workers were involved in New-
port News than in the Professional Air Traf�c Controllers Organization strike or in 
the J. P. Stevens organizing campaigns, for example.119 However, Newport News was 
not some quirky outlier. Workers were challenging employers all across the nation 
until the end of the 1970s, demanding a more equitable distribution of wealth and 
a real shot at long- term security. The 1970s may very well be the most important 
decade of the postwar years in the struggle over the fate of the working class. The 
events at Newport News and an organizing lens show that the decade was far more 
contested than historians previously thought. 
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