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ABSTRACT

This t h e s i s  examines the  1929 t e x t i l e  s t r i k e  a t  Gas tonia ,  North 
C aro l ina ,  and the  l i t e r a r y  r e a c t io n  t h a t  the  s t r i k e  i n s p i r e d .  The 
s t r i k e  d e t a i l e d  the  ques t ions  which a l l  o f  America would have to  face 
in th e  Depression--What i s  the  r o l e  of  the  American worker in 
s o c ie ty ?  What a re  t h e  fundamental f a u l t s  of  the  American economic, 
p o l i t i c a l ,  and soc ia l  system? What i s  the  r o l e  o f  the  w r i t e r  in the  
midst  o f  th e  turmoil o f  th e  Depression?

Between 1930 and 1934, s ix  n o v e l i s t s  a t tacked  th e  ques t ions  
which the  s t r i k e  posed. The s ix  nove ls ,  S t r i k e  1 by Mary Heaton Vorse 
Beyond Desire  by Sherwood Anderson, Gather ing Storm: A Story  of  the
Black B e l t  by Dorothy Myra Page, To Make My Bread by Grace Lumpkin, 
Call Home the  Heart by F ie ld ing  Burke, and The Shadow Before by Will i  
R o l l ins  J r . ,  a t t e s t e d  to  th e  impact and s ig n i f i c a n c e  of  th e  s t r i k e  a t  
the  Loray Mil l .

The l i t e r a r y  r e a c t io n  to  Gastonia h ig h l ig h ted  the  broad i ssues  
r a i s e d  by the  s t r i k e  as well as in d ica te d  the  l i t e r a r y  and p o l i t i c a l  
problems which the  w r i t e r s  o f  th e  t h i r t i e s  had to  co n f ro n t .  However, 
the  f i c t i o n a l  response  to  Gastonia has not  been approached in a 
comprehensive manner. The Gastonia novels  have been def ined  simply 
as " P r o l e t a r i a n  l i t e r a t u r e , "  o r  as poor a r t i s t i c  endeavors ,  l a b e l s  
which a re  vague and in a p p r o p r i a t e  in d e f in in g  the  d i v e r s i t y  of  
s tances  found in t h e  works on Gastonia .

The paper argues t h a t  th e  s t r i k e  and th e  novels  w r i t t e n  about 
the  s t r i k e  h in ted  a t  the  i s su e s  which would become in c re a s in g ly  
s i g n i f i c a n t  as the  Depression evolved.
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On April  1,  1929, a drama unfolded in Gastonia ,  North C a ro l in a ,  

which f e a tu re d  many of  the  c h a r a c t e r s  of  the  e a r ly  Depression. Angry 

workers b a t t l e d  with h e a r t l e s s  bosses ;  a rd en t  Communists a t t ack ed  r u t h 

l e s s  c a p i t a l i s t s ;  hungry c h i ld re n  looked to  h e lp le s s  mothers f o r  hope.

The s t r i k e  a t  th e  Loray Mill in Gastonia cap tured  the  a t t e n t i o n  o f  a 

confused America on the  br ink  o f  the  Depression. And the  drama cap

tu red  the  a t t e n t i o n  of  a group of  s o c i a l l y  conscious n o v e l i s t s  who were 

f a s c in a t e d  by th e  i s su es  r a i s e d  a t  Gas tonia .  Between 1930 and 1934, 

s ix  novels would appear which were d i r e c t l y  in sp i r e d  by the  s t r i k e - -  

S t r i k e l  by Mary Heaton Vorse, Beyond Desire  by Sherwood Anderson, 

Gather ing Storm: A Story  of  the  Black Bel t  by Dorothy Myra Page, To

Make My Bread by Grace Lumpkin, Cal1 Home th e  Heart  by F ie ld ing  Burke, 

and The Shadow Before by William Rol l ins  J r .  No s t r i k e  in the  h i s to r y  

of  American lab o r  has evoked such a l i t e r a r y  response .  Gastonia 

s igna led  th e  beginnings o f  a tumultuous and u n c e r ta in  decade ahead; 

i t  h in ted  a t  the  c u l t u r a l  and l i t e r a r y  confusion of  the  Depression. 

Determined to  d e f in e  G a s to n ia ’s meaning, the  s ix  n o v e l i s t s  saw the  

s t r i k e  as a warning s ig n ,  as a c l e a r  in d i c a t io n  t h a t  th in g s  were not  well 

in Hoover's land of  bus iness  and democracy. By examining the  c o l l e c t i v e  

l i t e r a r y  r e a c t io n  to  Gastonia ,  we can understand the  mixed responses  of  

a concerned and puzzled group of  w r i t e r s  who were p a r t  of  a concerned 

and puzzled America in the  i n i t i a l  y ea rs  of  the  Depression.

Before we examine the  Gastonia nove ls ,  i t  wi l l  be important  to  gain 

a bas ic  unders tanding  of  the  atmosphere o f  l ab o r  in the  tw en t ie s  and the  

place  of  the  Gastonia s t r i k e  in th e  con tex t  of  the  union u n re s t  of  the  

decade* The 1920s were not a prosperous per iod f o r  l abo r  in America.

From 1920 to  1929, nationwide union membership dec l ined  by almost  h a l f J
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During the  same per iod ,  union membership in the  t e x t i l e  in d u s t ry  dropped 
2

by tw o - th i rd s .  With the  f a l l  in union membership came a d ec l in e  in the  

number of  s t r i k e s .  In the  middle to  l a t e  tw e n t i e s ,  the  s t r i k e  as an 

instrument of  c o l l e c t i v e  bargain ing  had become u s e le s s :  a l a s t  r e s o r t ,

a defense mechanism when a l l  e l s e  f a i l e d .  By 1929, when workers f i n a l l y  

did decide to walk to  p r o t e s t  wage and working c o n d i t i o n s ,  almost  h a l f  

o f  th ,e ir  e f f o r t s  f a i l e d . ^

The reasons f o r  the  d r a s t i c  d ec l in e  o f  labor  in the  tw en t ie s  a re  

l inked  to th e  in ten se  conservat ism of  the  decade. Capturing the  

sentiments  of  the  American bus iness  c u l t u r e ,  Calvin Coolidge dec lared  

t h a t  " the bus iness  of  America i s  b u s in e s s . "  Herber t Hoover, the  

embodiment o f  the  Alger  myth, demanded Americans to pull  themselves 

up by t h e i r  b o o ts t r a p s  in a land of  endless  opp o r tu n i ty .  Coolidge and 

l a t e r  Hoover's b e l i e f  in th e  s a n c t i t y  and glory  of  th e  businessman and 

the  co rpo ra t ion  was echoed in th e  pages of  Time, the  new news magazine 

of  H enry Luce. The magazine fea tu red  the  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  America had 

come to  admire and envy—Henry Ford, William Randolph H ears t ,  John 

P ie rpon t  Morgan, Charles M. Schwab, and l e s s e r  magnates. In the  

tw e n t i e s ,  the  ind iv idua l  worker had become secondary to the  co rpora t ion  

and th e  en t r e p ren e u r .  This f a c t  was not  only a r t i c u l a t e d  in the  gen

era l  p o l i t i c a l  and soc ia l  atmosphere of  the per iod ,  but a l so  in the  

lega l  system. With th e  Hitchman Doctrine in 1917, the  Supreme Court 

gave i t s  b le ss in g  to  the  yellow-dog c o n t r a c t ,  a w r i t t e n  agreement by 

th e  worker t h a t  he would not become a union member or  o rgan ize  his
4

fe l low  employees. In 1926, in Dorohy v. Kansas, the  Supreme Court 

s en t  a c l e a r  message to la b o r .  I t  was c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  to  punish anyone 

who conducted an " u n j u s t i f i a b l e "  s t r i k e  s ince  "a s t r i k e  may be i l l e g a l



because o f  i t s  purpose. . . . Ne i ther  the  common law nor the  Fourteenth  

Amendment confers  the  a b so lu te  r i g h t  to  s t r i k e . ' 1

I f  th e  worker in America d id not have enough to  contend with in the

p o l i t i c a l  and soc ia l  g l o r i f i c a t i o n  o f  b ig -bus iness  in th e  t w e n t i e s ,  he

a lso  had to  conf ron t  nationwide racism and the  conservat ism o f  organized

lab o r  dur ing the  per iod .  The tw en t ie s  marked the  r i s e  o f  "100 p e r -c e n t

Americanism." I t  was a decade t h a t  witnessed the  growth of  r a c i s t  groups

l i k e  th e  Ku Klux Klan to  f r i g h t e n i n g l y  high numbers and s i g n i f i c a n t

p o l i t i c a l  in f lu en c e .  The Klan and s im i l a r  hate  groups of  th e  decades

were not simply a n t i - b l a c k .  As A. I .  Har r is  of  The New Republic rep o r ted

the  Klan "raved a g a in s t  th e  Catho l ic"  and "cursed the  Jews" with equal 
6f e rv o r .  Given th e  widespread f e a r  of  immigrants and " fo re ig n  a g i t a t o r s ,  

i t  was v i r t u a l l y  imposs ible  f o r  labo r  to  achieve any s o r t  o f  s o l i d a r i t y .  

The a n t i - r a d i c a l  h y s te r i a  spawned by World War I and 1919 c a r r i e d  over 

in to  th e  tw e n t i e s .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  organized l ab o r  c o n t r ib u te d  to  the  

stream of  a n t i - E a s t e r n  European and immigrant propaganda. During th e  

1926 convention o f  the  American Federat ion  o f  Labor (AFL), l ab o r  l e a d e r s  

condemned th e  Sovie t  regime as " the  most unscrupulous ,  most a n t i - s o c i a l ,  

most menacing i n s t i t u t i o n  in the  world t o d a y . D u r i n g  the  s t r i k e s  a t  

Passa ic  and New Bedford, th e se  same labo r  l ead e r s  could only o f f e r  

t h e i r  p i t y  to  th e  d e s t i t u t e  workers.  I r o n i c a l l y ,  avowed Communists 

came out  d e f i a n t l y  as the  le a d e r s  and f in a n c i a l  sup p o r te r s  of  the  

walk-outs  in the  two New England c i t i e s .  For many workers ,  r a d ic a l  

groups remained as the  only a l t e r n a t i v e  to an i n e f f e c t i v e  and con

s e rv a t iv e  mainstream union l e a d e r s h ip .

The lab o r  u n re s t  in Passa ic  and New Bedford e v en tu a l ly  made i t s  

way to  th e  Piedmont, On April 1,  1929, led by National T e x t i l e
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Worker's Union (NTWU) o rg a n ize r  Fred Beal,  the  same man who had o rc h e s 

t r a t e d  the  1928 s t r i k e  a t  New Bedford, v i r t u a l l y  the  e n t i r e  work fo rce  

a t  the  Loray Mill in Gastonia ,  North C a ro l in a ,  walked o f f  the  job .

Sent to  Gastonia by the  Communist P ar ty  to  o rgan ize  the  South, Beal was 

w i l l i n g ,  u n l ik e  AFL l e a d e r s ,  to  cha l lenge  th e  hold t h a t  the  mil l  had on 

southern  workers.  B e a l ' s  job c o n s is ted  both o f  forming a union a t  the  

Loray Mill and o f  s t i r r i n g  up the  workers and community. He was suc

cess fu l  on both counts .  From th e  o u t s e t  o f  the  s t r i k e ,  the  Gastonia  and 

C h a r lo t t e  papers ran s t o r i e s  t h a t  s t r e s s e d  the  ominous na tu re  of  the  

Communist invas ion .  The Communist t h r e a t  was c l e a r - - " I t  [ the  Par ty ]  

has no r e l i g i o n ,  i t  has no co lo r  l i n e ,  i t  b e l ie v e s  in f r e e  l o v e - - i t  

advocates  th e  d e s t r u c t i o n  of  a l l  those  th in g s  which th e  people o f  the
o

South and of  th e  United S t a t e s  hold s a c re d . "  According to  the  local  

p ress  and the  mil l  owners,  Gastonia was under s ieg e .

However, to  understand the  s t r i k e  a t  Gas ton ia ,  we must look pas t  

the  emotional r e a c t io n s  to  the  walk-ou t .  Both the  w e l l - to -d o  c i t i z e n s  

o f  Gastonia and the  Communist Par ty  i n t e r p r e t e d  the  s t r i k e  as the  

beginnings  of  c l a s s  r e v o l t  in America, The workers ,  however, did not 

see th in g s  in such dramatic  terms. They were not  simply pawns manipu

l a t e d  by Communists. I n s te a d ,  they were r e a c t in g  to  con d i t io n s  and

under ly ing te n s io n s  which had been fermenting f o r  some time. Gastonia
9

was " f e r t i l e  ground" f o r  a s t r i k e ,  The New York Times observed.

Paul Blanshard o f  The N at ion , who had been examining th e  co n d i t io n s  of  

southern la b o r e r s  f o r  well over a yea r  before  the  s t r i k e  a t  the  Loray 

M il l ,  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  the  workers cared nothing f o r  Communism. They were 

simply " f ig h t in g  f o r  a b e t t e r  l i f e , " ^  The t e x t i l e  in d u s t ry  was in 

d i r e  f in a n c i a l  shape by the  end of  th e  tw e n t i e s .  The economic c o l l a p se



t h a t  would become nat ionwide in th e  t h i r t i e s  was a l r e a d y  overwhelming 

sou thern  t e x t i l e  workers by 1929. In an a c t  o f  d e s p e r a t i o n ,  th e  Gastoni 

mil lworkers  were l a sh in g  ou t  a t  an economically  t r o u b le d  in d u s t r y .  They 

were p r o t e s t i n g  s ix ty - h o u r  weeks and average wages o f  tw e n ty - f iv e  cen ts  

an hour;  they  were p r o t e s t i n g  th e  s t r e t c h - o u t  system which made workers 

r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  more loomwork whi le  not paying them a p p r o p r i a t e l y  f o r  

t h e i r  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  in c reased  o u tp u t  and a way o f  l i f e  t h a t  condemned 

them to  poor housing,  poor e d u ca t io n ,  and g e n e r a l ly  u n s a n i t a r y  and 

unhea l thy  working and housing c o n d i t i o n s .  The ir  demands were moderate.  

They wanted an e l im in a t io n  o f  th e  s t r e t c h - o u t  system, a f o r t y - h o u r  week, 

a minimum weekly wage, s a n i t a r y  hous ing ,  equal pay f o r  women and you ths ,  

and a r e c o g n i t io n  of  t h e i r  u n i o n . ^

The Communist Pa r ty  did not  view the  s t r i k e  as p r ag m a t ic a l ly  as did

th e  workers .  Although Fred Beal was more concerned with winning the

s t r i k e  than c r e a t i n g  a grand cause ,  Communist l e a d e r s  had e n t i r e l y

d i f f e r e n t  i n t e n t i o n s .  From Par ty  h eadquar te rs  in New York, prominent

t h e o r i s t s  A lb e r t  Weisbord and George Pershing a r r i v e d  in Gastonia a t  the

o u t s e t  o f  the  s t r i k e  and began making pronouncements.  According to

Weisbord, th e  s t r i k e  would be "as important  in t ransfo rm ing  the  soc ia l
12and p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  o f  t h i s  coun try  as  th e  Civ i l  War i t s e l f . "  The 

P a r ty  saw th e  s t r i k e  as having an impact which would reach l i t e r a l l y  

around th e  world. And through t h e i r  p r e s s ,  they  spread th e  word about 

Gastonia  to  Pa r ty  members as f a r  away as Hong Kong. For e n t h u s i a s t i c  

Pa r ty  l e a d e r s ,  Gastonia  symbolized th e  beg innings  o f  a g a th e r in g  storm 

t h a t  would rage a c ro ss  the  g-lobe.

The owners and managers o f  the  Loray Mill were unders tandab ly  d i s 

t r e s s e d  by the  demands of  the  workers and the  claims o f  th e  Communists.
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But t h e i r  o f f i c i a l  response to  the  s t r i k e  was c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  the

b u s in e s s - l i k e  manner with which i n d u s t r i a l i s t s  t r e a t e d  s t r i k e s  in the

tw en t ie s - - "O ur  a t t i t u d e  wi l l  be t h a t  we wil l  not pay any a t t e n t i o n  to
13the  s t r i k e ,  whatsoever.  We wil l  con t inue  to  o p e ra te .  . . . "  Under

neath t h e i r  r e s t r a i n e d  publ ic  s ta n c e ,  however, the  o f f i c i a l s  of  

Manvil le-Jenckes  Company were determined to  quel l  the  s t r i k e  as qu ick ly  

and e f f i c i e n t l y  as p o s s ib le .  The mil l  placed several adver t i sem en ts  in 

the  Gastonia Gazette  imploring th e  c i t i z e n r y  to expel the  Communists 

and s top  th e  s t r i k e  in o rd e r  to  save the  "very Foundations o f  Modern 

C i v i l i z a t i o n . " ^  Leading members of  the  mill  h ie ra rchy  helped to  form 

the  Committee o f  100, a t e r r o r i s t  group which th re a te n e d  workers ,  

burned r e l i e f  s u p p l i e s ,  and des troyed  th e  union h eadquar te rs .  For mil l  

o f f i c i a l s ,  th e  s t r i k e  was a d i r e c t  t h r e a t  to  p r o f i t s  and t h e i r  hold on 

the  Gastonia community. I t  simply could not  be t o l e r a t e d .

The s t r i k e  evolved r a p id ly  and v i o l e n t l y .  Three days a f t e r  the  

s t r i k e  began, North Carolina Governor 0. Max Gardner c a l l e d  in the  

National Guard to main ta in  the  peace.  For the  f i r s t  two weeks of  the  

s t r i k e ,  p ic k e t  l i n e s  remained s o l id  d e s p i t e  p e r io d ic  bea t ings  and a r r e s t s  

by loca l  p o l ic e  o f f i c i a l s .  By April  15, however, the  s t r i k e r s  were

unable to  keep s t r i k e b r e a k e r s  out  of  the  m i l l .  Operat ions in s id e  the
15mill  were back to normal and the  s t r i k e  was e s s e n t i a l l y  d e fea te d .  By

May 1, the  number of  those  walking th e  l i n e  had dwindled from 2,000 to  
16200. The remaining s t r i k e r s ,  e v ic te d  from company houses,  were forced  

to  s e t  up a t e n t  colony. On June 7, the  ten s io n s  which had been bu i ld ing  

f o r  over  two months f i n a l l y  e rup ted .  A f te r  a complaint  by a neighboring 

c i t i z e n ,  loca l  p o l i c e  o f f i c e r s  drove out  to  the  t e n t  colony to  cha l lenge  

and ques t ion  the  s t r i k e r s .  Shooting broke out and when the  smoke
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c l e a r e d ,  f iv e  were l e f t  wounded, including the  c h i e f  of  po l ice  who l a t e r  

d ied .  Beal and f i f t e e n  o th e r  p a r t i c i p a n t s  in the  s t r i k e  were a r r e s t e d  

and charged with conspiracy  to  commit murder.  A sen sa t io n a l  t r i a l  

followed which ev e n tu a l ly  led  to  the  conv ic t ion  of  Beal and s ix  o th e r s .  

During the  t r i a l ,  E l la  May Wiggins, a mil lworker  whose ba l lad s  had come 

to symbolize the  def iance  and hope o f  the  s t r i k e r s ,  was shot and k i l l e d  

by an angry mob. Wiggins'  a s s a i l a n t s  were brought to  t r i a l  but never 

conv ic ted .  Released on b a i l ,  the  Gastonia defendants  f l e d  to Russia 

where they hoped to  r e a l i z e  t h e i r  p r o l e t a r i a n  dreams. Fred Beal even

t u a l l y  re tu rned  to  th e  United S t a t e s ,  d i s i l l u s i o n e d  with the  Par ty  and 

Sovie t  l i f e .  He served time in a North Carolina p r ison  in 1939 and was 

re lea sed  in 1942, only to  d ie  twelve years  l a t e r  an embit te red  and 

f r u s t r a t e d  m a n .^  The drama a t  Gastonia had ended, and the  l i t e r a r y  

response began.

II

The Gastonia s t r i k e  produced 'a  wave of  mixed r e a c t io n s  from 

i n t e r e s t e d  observers  ac ross  th e  n a t io n .  Newspapers and magazines sen t  

r e p o r t e r s  to  the  t i n y  North Carolina town to w r i te  o f  the  "Communist 

in v as io n ."  I n t e l l e c t u a l s  f locked to  Gastonia to  understand what had 

t ransformed complacent southern  workers in to  angry and v i o l e n t  d i s 

s e n t e r s .  The s t r i n g  of  l a b o r  d isp u te s  in the  Piedmont during 1929 

c l e a r l y  r ep resen ted  a break from the  conservat ism o f  th e  tw e n t ie s .  The 

workers a t  the  Loray Mill had dec la red  in no u n ce r ta in  terms t h a t  t h e i r  

bus iness  was not "b u s in e s s . "  On the  c o n t r a ry ,  they dec la red  t h a t  t h e i r  

bus iness  c o n s is te d  of  f i g h t i n g  f o r  a decent wage and e q u i t a b le  working 

c o n d i t io n s .  An u n f a l t e r i n g  devotion to  the  co rp o ra t io n  was no longer
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a p p ro p r i a t e  in a t ime o f  severe  economic d ep ress ion .  I t  was t h i s  a t t i 

tu d e ,  t h i s  cha l lenge  to  th e  philosophy preached by Hoover and Ford and 

Morgan, which focused the  a t t e n t i o n  o f  people throughout  America to  

the  c r i e s  o f  p r o t e s t  voiced on th e  s t r e e t s  of  Gastonia .

A growing awareness o f  worker u n re s t  which the  Gastonia s t r i k e  

foreshadowed came to  many w r i t e r s  by the  end of  the  tw e n t i e s .  As e a r ly  

as 1921, Mike Gold in "Towards P r o l e t a r i a n  Art" had urged w r i t e r s  to

r e tu rn  to  t h e i r  working c l a s s  r o o t s ,  to  w r i t e  of  the  working masses and 
18t h e i r  problems. However, i t  was not  u n t i l  the  beginnings o f  the  

Depression t h a t  Gold 's  advice  would be heeded on a broad s c a l e .  By 

the  l a t e  tw e n t i e s ,  w r i t e r s  and c r i t i c s  ranging from Theodore D re iser  

to  Edmund Wilson had concluded t h a t  th e  bus iness  concerns o f  th e  twen

t i e s  were no longer  a p p ro p r i a t e  in a t ime when workers a c ro ss  the  

na t ion  were s ta rv in g  and b a t t l i n g  f o r  fundamental human r i g h t s .  Sher

wood Anderson, who was a prominent w r i t e r  of  the  tw e n t i e s ,  embodied the  

changing concerns of  many w r i t e r s  in the  t h i r t i e s .  Where the  major 

w r i t e r s  o f  th e  tw en t ie s  such as T. S. E l i o t ,  Sherwood Anderson, Ernest  

Hemingway, and F. S c o t t  F i t z g e ra ld  were motivated by th e  d e s i r e  to  make 

c e r t a i n  moral s ta tem ents  about th e  decay o f  va lues  in the  decade,  the  

w r i t e r s  o f  the  t h i r t i e s  were motivated by the  need to  a t t a c k  the  

p o l i t i c a l  and soc ia l  turmoil  of  the  Depression,  Writing to  Roger and 

Ruth Sergei in 1930, Anderson dec la red  t h a t  he had severed  connect ions  

with th e  l i t e r a r y  snobbishness o f  Vanity F a i r , He had " j u s t  a hunch,

a f e e l i n g ,  t h a t  th e  s to r y  o f  l a b o r  and the  growing i n d u s t r i a l [ i s m ]  i s
19the  g r e a t ,  big s to r y  o f  America."

Anderson was r i g h t .  The move toward p r o l e t a r i a n  l i t e r a t u r e  became 

the  c e n t r a l  r a l l y i n g  po in t  f o r  th e  in c reas in g  soc ia l  consc iousness  of
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Depression era  c r i t i c s  and a u th o r s .  Mike Gold and The New Masses urged 

young and o ld  w r i t e r s  to  "Go l e f t , "  to  c a p tu re  the  ' ' r e v o lu t io n a ry "  

s p i r i t  o f  th e  common worker.  As Malcolm Cowley has observed ,  th e  c u l 

t u r a l  and economic turmoi l o f  th e  t h i r t i e s  i n s p i r e d  many w r i t e r s  with a 

dream of  e q u a l i t y  and j u s t i c e .  However, examinations  o f  Depression 

l i t e r a t u r e  have tended to  group a l l  o f  the  w r i t i n g  o f  the  t h i r t i e s  as 

" p r o l e t a r i a n , ' 1 a labe l  which t e l l s  us very l i t t l e  about th e  d i v e r s i t y  of

a t t i t u d e s  and s tances  found in th e  f i c t i o n  o f  th e  t h i r t i e s .  On i t s  most

b a s ic  l e v e l ,  p r o l e t a r i a n  l i t e r a t u r e  r e f e r s  to  f i c t i o n  w r i t t e n  about the  

common l a b o r e r s .  Yet i m p l i c i t  in  th e  term i s  th e  idea t h a t  p r o l e t a r i a n

w r i t e r s  were a l l  loyal  to  th e  ideology o f  The New Masses--a b e l i e f  in

l i t e r a r y  Communism, c l a s s  r e v o l t ,  and th e  d i c t a t e s  o f  Marxis t  t h e o r i s t s ,  

Cowley, who was a w i tness  to  th e  changes and development o f  w r i t e r s  

dur ing  th e  Depress ion ,  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  th e  in d iv id u a l  dreams o f  w r i t e r s  

were as d i f f e r e n t  as th e  w r i t e r s  them se lves .  He wrote  t h a t  th e  con

v e r s io n  to  th e  p o l i t i c a l - 1 i t e r a r y  ou t look  o f  th e  t h i r t i e s  "was not

r ap id  o r  easy .  There were d i s c u s s i o n s ,  doub ts ,  q u a r r e l s ,  l o n e ly  medi-
20t a t i o n s ,  and s l e e p l e s s  n i g h t s . "  The ta sk  o f  c r e a t i n g  a new l i t e r a t u r e  

about  workers in America was o f te n  as  tumultuous as th e  Depression 

i t s e l f .

Nowhere a re  th e  problems and d i f f e r e n c e s  o f  the  " p r o l e t a r i a n  

l i t e r a t u r e "  o f  t h e  t h i r t i e s  more e v id e n t  than in the  novels  about  

Gas ton ia .  The l i t e r a r y  r e a c t i o n  to  Gastonia i s  p rob lematic  and d i f f u s e  

l a r g e l y  because i t  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  beginnings  o f  the  move toward a 

l i t e r a t u r e  d e a l in g  with d e p re ss io n  e ra  workers .  J u s t  as  Gastonia  

s ig n a le d  the  growing u n r e s t  and changes in America, so d id  th e  novels  

w r i t t e n  about  the  s t r i k e  embody th e  t r a n s i t i o n a l  and u n c e r t a in



beginnings o f  t h i r t i e s  w r i t i n g .  In h is  1935 pre face  to  P r o l e t a r i a n

L i t e r a t u r e  in the  United S t a t e s , l ead ing  Marxist  c r i t i c  Joseph Freeman

def ined  the  Gastonia novels as the  f i r s t  o f  a "y ie ld"  o f  an undetermined
21" p r o l e t a r i a n  movement." He could only label  the  novels as "a pro-

22l e t a r i a n  l i t e r a t u r e  of  s o r t s . "  Freeman's comments po in t  to  the  

g en e ra l ly  unfocused and d iv e r se  na tu re  of  the  works about Gastonia ,

f o r  the f i c t i o n  the  s t r i k e  in sp i r e d  was by no means a concer ted  e f f o r t

to  c r e a t e  a l i t e r a t u r e  of  the  American p r o l e t a r i a t .  Rather ,  the 

Gastonia novels embody a v a r i e t y  of  responses  to  the  c u l tu r a l  and 

l i t e r a r y  turmoil o f  the  e a r ly  Depression.

The novels can be d iv ided  in to  t h r e e  groups.  The works o f  Mary

Heaton Vorse and Sherwood Anderson reveal  a non-dogmatic , humanistic 

concern fo r  the  American workers.  Both Vorse and Anderson were more 

concerned with th e  f a t e  o f  th e  worker in America than in Communist 

Par ty  th eo ry .  The novels o f  Dorothy Myra Page and William Rol l ins  J r . ,  

on the  o th e r  hand, adhere to the  l i t e r a r y  Communism preached by The 

New Masses; they a re  c r i e s  f o r  a r e v o l u t i o n a r y , c l a s s l e s s  s o c ie ty .  

F ie ld ing  Burke and Grace Lumpkin were n o v e l i s t s  caught between a deeply 

f e l t  concern f o r  the  southern worker and t h e i r  u n c e r ta in  d e s i r e s  to  

p ro fess  a r e v o lu t io n a ry  message. Burke and Lumpkin were a t tem pt ing  to  

shed t h e i r  o ld  values  as they t r i e d  to  in co rp o ra te  Marxis t  theory  in to  

t h e i r  nove ls .  To understand the a t t i t u d e s  found in the  Gastonia n o v e ls ,  

i t  w i l l  be useful to  examine how the  au thors  i n t e r p r e t  the  beginnings 

and causes of  the  s t r i k e .  Their  views of  the  beginnings of  the  s t r i k e  

reveal both t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  a t t i t u d e s  and t h e i r  understanding of  the  

meaning o f  Gastonia ,  of  how the  s t r i k e  a f f e c t e d  the  people who had 

become e i t h e r  d i r e c t l y  or  i n d i r e c t l y  involved with the  exci tement in



12

the  Piedmont. Using t h i s  approach,  we can d e f in e  the  Gastonia  n o v e l i s t s '

responses  to the  problems r a i s e d  by th e  s t r i k e  and, in a l a r g e r  sense ,

the  problems fac ing  a changing and perplexed America.

I l l

"The boss man wants our l a b o r ,  and money to  pack away.
The workers wants a union and the  e ig h t  hour d a y . "23

(E l la  May Wiggins, Gastonia B a l l a d e r ,  1929)

At f i r s t  g lan ce ,  the  l i v e s  of  Mary Heaton Vorse and Sherwood Ander

son seem worlds a p a r t .  Vorse was born the  w e l l - to -d o  daughter  o f  a New

England family t h a t  could t r a c e  i t s  ro o ts  back to  the  time of  the  May- 
24f lo w e r . Anderson was the  son o f  an adventurous midwestern harness

25maker and a h i red  g i r l  from small town Ohio. Although t h e i r  back

grounds were v a s t l y  d i f f e r e n t ,  t h e i r  concern f o r  the  American l a b o re r  

brought t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  c a r e e r s  to  many o f  the  same b a t t l e g ro u n d s .

They witnessed  th e  r e v o l t  in the  Piedmont and the  b a t t l e  f o r  coal in 

Kentucky, f o r  example. Anderson and Vorse shared  throughout  t h e i r  l i v e s  

a deeply f e l t  sympathy f o r  the  p l i g h t  o f  workers.  From Marching Men to

Puzzled America, Anderson d isp layed  his  f a s c i n a t i o n  with understanding 
*

the  modern worker and th e  e f f e c t s  o f  i n d u s t r i a l i s m  on h is  psyche. Vorse 

chose time and time again to  f i g h t  f o r  the  underdog, to  fo rce  her readers  

to  feel  " the  s u f f e r in g  o f  the  workers and th e  dreadful  way in which they
p c

l i v e d . "  Their  i n t e r e s t  in and concern f o r  the  f a t e  o f  the  l a b o re r  

u l t i m a t e l y  played a major r o l e  in shaping t h e i r  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r s .  And 

in t h e i r  novels  about Gas ton ia ,  Vorse and Anderson's  b e l i e f  in the  

fundamental importance of  the  American worker s tands  out  as a common 

under ly ing  theme.
r

Among the  Gastonia n o v e l i s t s ,  Mary Heaton Vorse was most in t im a te ly  

f a m i l i a r  with the  developments and events  of  the  s t r i k e  a t  the  Loray
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M il l .  She covered th e  s t r i k e  from i t s  in ce p t io n  and was not  a f r a i d  to

mingle with th e  angry workers o r  th e  Communist o r g a n iz e r s .  V orse ' s

method o f  cover ing  a s t r i k e  c o n s i s t e d  of  becoming d i r e c t l y  involved

with th e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  o f  the  w a lk -o u t ,  r e g a rd l e s s  o f  the  p o s s i b i l i t i e s

o f  v io l e n c e .  Her i n i t i a l  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  th e  Loray s t r i k e  e s s e n t i a l l y

voiced th e  l i s t  o f  demands p re sen ted  by Beal and th e  m il l  workers to

management. She wrote  o f  t h e  general  breakout  o f  l a b o r  u n r e s t  in the

Piedmont which reached i t s  peak a t  Gastonia :

No sooner  was one s t r i k e  q u e l l e d  o r  s e t t l e d  than an o th e r  s t r i k e  
broke ou t  somewhere e l s e .  They were almost  l e a d e r l e s s .  They 
had no un ions ,  but  they  had had too much work and had been 
g e t t i n g  too l i t t l e  pay f o r  too long.  I t  was what one so r a r e l y  
s e e s ,  a "spontaneous u p r i s in g  o f  th e  p e o p l e . "^7

Vorse d e sc r ib e d  th e  s t r i k e  in th e  terms of  l a b o r .  Mi 11 owners and the  

s t r e t c h - o u t  system demanded too much o f  the  workers whi le  paying them 

f a r  too l i t t l e .  The lo g i c a l  r e s u l t  o f  such a s i t u a t i o n ,  even in the  

"complacent South ,"  would be a r e fu s a l  on the  p a r t  o f  t h e  l a b o r e r s  to  

co n t in u e  working, Vorse had seen th e  same s cen a r io  in her  c a r e e r  as a 

l a b o r  r e p o r t e r  c o u n t l e s s  t im es .  But she r e a l i z e d  t h a t  t h e r e  was some

th in g  d i f f e r e n t ,  something in th e  idea o f  a "spontaneous u p r i s in g "  which 

d i s t i n g u i s h e d  the  s t r i k e  a t  Gas ton ia .  Vorse i n s i s t e d  t h a t  th e  w alk-ou t  

was i n s p i r e d  and engineered  by th e  workers ,  and not  an o th e r  " s e l l - o u t "  

to  th e  c o n s e rv a t iv e  AFL o r  a Communist-dominated c a l l  f o r  r e v o l u t i o n .

In her  view, th e  workers were openly and r i g h t l y  defy ing  th e  demands 

o f  an i n e q u i t a b l e  system.

In her  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  the  under ly ing  causes  o f  t h e  s t r i k e ,

Vorse cha l lenged  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  views about the  reasons  f o r  the  

w a lk -ou t .  The loca l  newspapers had a t t r i b u t e d  th e  s t r i k e  s o l e l y  to  the  

r e v o l u t i o n a r y  a c t io n s  o f  o u t s i d e  a g i t a t o r s .  Mill management had assured
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the  publ ic  and th e  workers t h a t  i f  th e  fo re ig n  a g i t a t o r s  would l e av e ,  

the  v o l a t i l e  s i t u a t i o n  would r e tu rn  to  bus iness  as u su a l .  The idea of  

southern workers being manipulated by r u th l e s s  Communists was p rev a len t  

both in the  Gastonia community and among o u t s id e  observers  who were 

only f a m i l i a r  with the  m i l l ' s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  the  s t r i k e .  A voice 

of  the  mi 11 owners,  The Gastonia  G a z e t t e , headl ined  the  t h r e a t  of  the  

s t r i k e — "RED RUSSIANISM LIFTS ITS GORY HANDS RIGHT HERE IN GASTONIA."28 

Vorse cap tured  th e  n a iv e te  o f  t h i s  r a t i o n a l e  in her  p o r t raya l  o f  the  

Pa rke rs ,  an upper c l a s s  family who cannot  understand why th e r e  should 

be any problems in Gastonia .  Jean Parker  exp la ins  her  understanding 

of  the  s t r i k e :

'You have no idea how ignoran t  th e se  mil l  hands a r e .  My 
c la s sm a te ,  Marion S c o t t ,  teaches  in one o f  th e  mil l  schools .
You c a n ' t  ge t  anything through those  ignoran t  women's heads, 
and so ,  o f  c o u r se ,  when a c l e v e r  a g i t a t o r ,  who i s  unscrupulous ,  
l i k e  t h i s  Deane ge ts  hold of  them, why, he can do anything with
such p e o p l e . ' ^

Vorse had no t o l e r a n c e  f o r  the  s i m p l i s t i c ,  p a t ro n iz in g  a t t i t u d e s  of  

Jean P arke r ,  of  people who viewed workers as an ig n o ra n t ,  hopeless  l o t  

f o r t u n a t e  to  be employed. Vorse saw the  mi 11 hands not  as complacent 

and g u l l i b l e ,  but as f r u s t r a t e d ,  angry employees who were sub jec ted  to 

extremely long hours ,  poor working c o n d i t i o n s ,  and low wages. Vorse 

understood well the  f r u s t r a t i o n s  o f  the  workers .  She had eaten  and a t  

t imes s l e p t  with  them, had become p a r t  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s .  Her personal 

co n ta c t  allowed her  to  see  t h e i r  humanity, to  understand t h a t  they 

were a t  once f u t i l e  and d e s p e ra t e ,  brave and in d e f a t i g a b le .  Vorse 

knew the  Gastonia workers too well t o  d isco u n t  them as w i l l i n g  to 

accep t  the  d i c t a t e s  o f  any o rg a n iz e r  who came to  them with promises .

She saw them as angry and a t  t imes m i l i t a n t ,  and above a l l ,  as con

s t a n t l y  looking f o r  a b e t t e r  l i f e .  Looking back a t  the  Gastonia
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workers ,  she remembered " the  moment you got  t h e i r  c on f idence ,  t h e r e  a re
30no f i n e r  people than th o se  mountain peop le ."

Throughout her  l i f e ,  Vorse d i sp lay ed  a s t ro n g  sympathy and b e l i e f

in th e  i n h e re n t  a b i l i t y  o f  th e  worker to  r i s e  above h is  c i rcum stances .

She had seen in th e  Lawrence and New Bedford and P assa ic  s t r i k e s  "people
31coming to g e th e r  to  b u i ld  and c r e a t e  in s t e a d  o f  to  ha te  and d e s t r o y . "

I t  i s  t h i s  idea o f  workers coming t o g e th e r  f o r  unionism which remains as

V orse 's  fundamental i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  the  s t r i k e  a t  Gas ton ia .  Through

Fer Deane, th e  Communist o rg a n iz e r  who r e p r e s e n t s  Fred Bea l ,  Vorse

exp la ined  th e  chain  o f  even ts  which led  to  th e  w alk -ou t :

'These fe l low s  had a l i t t l e  o r g a n iz a t io n  a l l  by them selves .
Two f e l l e r s ,  Wes E l l i o t  and Dan Marks, came over  to  where I was 
in R o c k h i l l , so I came over  he re .  We met around in houses.
Then p r e t t y  soon th e  mil l  management found out  about  how we 
were meeting and they  s t a r t e d  f i r i n g  some o f  th e  Union men 
and women. The workers e l e c t e d  a shop committee and had them 
go to  th e  mil l  s u p e r in te n d e n t  to  make a r e q u e s t  o f  r e i n s t a t e 
ment. Well ,  you know how i t  was, th e  management f i r e d  th e  
whole l o t  o f  them. Then they  a l l  voted ' S t r i k e '  and they 
walked o u t .  Gee, i t  was a swell s i g h t . '32

V orse 's  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  th e  beg inn ings  o f  th e  s t r i k e  was, f o r  th e  most 

p a r t ,  f a c t u a l l y  a c c u r a t e .  The Gastonia  s t r i k e  was indeed prompted by 

th e  f i r i n g  o f  union members, by th e  r e fu s a l  o f  th e  mil l  to  recognize  

th e  union.  What was im por tan t  to  V orse 's  view of  th e  s t r i k e  was her  

emphasis on the  u n i ty  which c h a r a c t e r i z e d  the  i n i t i a l  c a l l  to  leave  

th e  m i l l .  She wrote  o f  a c o l l e c t i v e  voice  c a l l i n g  o u t ,  " S t r i k e , "  a 

voice  which demanded unionism and th e  r i g h t  o f  workers to  o rg a n iz e .

She wanted to  c a p tu re  t h a t  u n i ty  which was so im portan t  to  the  

beginnings  o f  a s t r i k e ,  t h a t  shared co n v ic t io n  t h a t  t ransform ed i t s e l f  

i n to  a c a l l  f o r  unionism. The sense o f  workers t h in k in g  and a c t in g  

t o g e t h e r  profoundly  a f f e c t e d  Vorse in every s t r i k e  t h a t  she had w i t 

nessed ,  She saw workers  t ransform ed from a group o f  d i f f u s e d
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i n d iv id u a l s  to  a working, coopera t ing  u n i t  as the  most powerful and 

moving m a n i fe s ta t io n  o f  a s t r i k e .  When Deane say s ,  "Gee, i t  was a 

swell s i g h t , ” he i s  voic ing the  same wonder and excitement t h a t  m ot i 

vated Vorse to  make labo r  her  l i f e ' s  work.

Although Vorse ex h ib i te d  a s t rong  b e l i e f  in  s o l i d a r i t y  and 

c o l l e c t i v i s m  in her  work, i t  would be misleading to  i n t e r p r e t  her  under

s tand ing  of  the  s t r i k e  as a c a l l  f o r  c l a s s  r e v o l t .  In h is  p r o l e t a r i a n  

enthusiasm, Mike Gold c a l l e d  th e  novel a "burning and imperishab le

e p i c , "  but  S i n c l a i r  Lewis had a more i n s ig h t f u l  view o f  V orse 's  
33i n t e n t i o n s .  He desc r ibed  Vorse’s workers as "union members who do

not know t h a t  t h e r e  i s  an i n t e r n a t i o n a l  l ab o r  movement. They a re  Com-
34munists who have never  heard o f  R u s s i a . ” Simply because Vorse wrote

o f  th e  Communist-backed s t r i k e  a t  Gastonia  did not  mean she was embracing

th e  Par ty  Line. In f a c t ,  Vorse 's  work was c h a r a c t e r iz e d  by a d i s t i n c t

lack o f  Marxist  dogma and r h e t o r i c .  A New Masses c r i t i c  a t t a c k e d

S t r ik e !  because " the  communist d r iv e  t h a t  ig n i t e d  the  smouldering f i r e
35i n to  ro a r in g  flames in Gastonia i s  m iss ing .  . . ." Fer Deane, the  

Communist o r g a n iz e r ,  was por t rayed  as an ambivalent  c h a r a c t e r ,  a f r a i d  

and u n c e r t a i n ,  courageous and u l t i m a t e l y  devoted to  th e  workers .  His 

speeches a r e  c u r io u s ly  absen t  of  Marxis t  theory  and terminology.  He 

was, according to  Vorse, a performer ,  not a Communist ideologue.

V orse 's  workers walked fo r  unionism, not  f o r  c l a s s  r e v o l t .  And the  lack  

of  Communist theory  in her  work was c o n s i s t e n t  with her  a n t ip a th y  toward 

Communism. Although she o f te n  t r a v e l l e d  in r a d ic a l  c i r c l e s  and l i s t e d  

among her  f r i e n d s  such a rden t  Communists as John Reed and Lincoln 

S t e f f e n s ,  Vorse never embraced the  P a r ty .  She expla ined her  f e e l i n g s  

about Communism in her  rem in iscences :
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I d i d n ' t  swallow i t  whole . . . because I f e l t  i t  was a very 
gloomy s o r t  o f  t h in g ,  and because I saw in i t ,  in c e n t r a l l i z e d , ~ g 
c o n t r o l ,  a very dangerous th ing  t h a t  could e a s i l y  be a tyranny.

Vorse came to  see the  Communist Par ty  as "a bunch of  dopes ,"  a group of
37hypocr i te s  with "no i n t e l l e c t u a l  i n t e g r i t y . "  The lack  of  Communist 

b e l i e f  which one f inds  in Vorse 's  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  the  s t r i k e  and in 

her  personal t h e o r i e s  i s  importan t in undermining t r a d i t i o n a l  no t ions  

about the  Gastonia novels .  Vorse 's  novel ,  the  f i r s t  of  the  group, f e l l  

sh o r t  o f  p r o l e t a r i a n  e x p e c ta t io n s .  Her work was by no means the  s to ry  

of  c l a s s  r e v o l t  which Mike Gold and The New Masses had been c a l l i n g  f o r  

s in ce  the e a r l y  tw e n t i e s .  Vorse 's  novel sprang from her  concern f o r  

l abo r  and the  southern mi 11 hands, not from her  d e s i r e  to advance l i t e r 

ary Communism.

I f  Vorse was not  i n t e r e s t e d  in c r e a t in g  a burning Marxist  epic work,

what were her  i n t e n t i o n s  in w r i t in g  S t r i k e ! ? Her i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  the

beginnings o f  the  s t r i k e  i n d i c a t e  her bas ic  humanitarian concerns.  She

pain ted  a p i c tu r e  o f  d esp e ra te  m i l l h a n d s  dr iven  by a d e s i r e  f o r  b e t t e r

wages and working co n d i t io n s .  She wrote o f  i n s e n s i t i v e  millowners and

an u n f e e l in g ,  igno ran t  publ ic  who see the  mil lhands  simply as undeserving

of  a decent  e x i s t e n c e .  In her novel ,  Vorse sought both to exp la in  the

d esp e ra t io n  of  the  workers and to  cha l lenge  t r a d i t i o n a l  a t t i t u d e s  about

the  mil lhands  and t h e i r  r o l e  in the  v i l l a g e s .  In desc r ib in g  the  aims

of  her  l i f e ' s  work, Vorse would l a t e r  observe ,  "I wanted to  work on

t e l l i n g  about how workers l iv e d  with a view to  immediately b e t t e r
38con d i t io n s  under our p r e v a i l in g  system."

Vorse was r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  a group of  reformers  in the  l a t e  

tw en t ie s  who t r a v e l l e d  South to  a id  the  d isp lace d  t e x t i l e  workers.

Along with l a b o r  w r i t e r s  l i k e  Vorse came s o c i o l o g i s t s  l i k e  Louise
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Leonard McLaren and Lois MacDonald who founded th e  Southern Summer
39School f o r  Women Workers.  MacDonald, l i k e  Vorse, had t r a v e l l e d  through

th e  South observ ing  th e  p l i g h t  o f  t e x t i l e  workers .  She c o n t r ib u te d

severa l  a r t i c l e s  about  the  u n r e s t  in t e x t i l e  m i l l s  to  the  Nation as well

as w r i t i n g  a s i g n i f i c a n t  work on th e  mil l  v i l l a g e s - - Southern Mill H i l l s :
40A Study o f  Socia l  and Economic Forces in C e r ta in  Mill  V i l l a g e s . As 

h i s t o r i a n  Mary Freder ickson  p o in t s  o u t ,  MacDonald's work with the  

Southern Summer School was a cu lm ina t ion  o f  her  reform e f f o r t s .  Fred

e r ick so n  sees  th e  Summer School as r e p r e s e n t i n g :

. . .  a unique e f f o r t  a t  female co o p e ra t io n  ac ro ss  c l a s s  l i n e s .
Each summer from 1927 to  World War I I ,  th e  s t a f f  o f  the  school 
sought to  provide  young women workers from t e x t i l e ,  garment,  
and tobacco f a c t o r i e s  with th e  a n a l y t i c  t o o l s  f o r  unders tand ing  
th e  so c ia l  co n te x t  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  develop 
s o l i d a r i t y  with  each o t h e r ,  and the  conf idence  f o r  f u l l  
p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in th e  emerging Southern l a b o r  movement.

In o rd e r  to  unders tand V orse’s s ta n c e  in S t r i k e l , i t  i s  importan t  to  

be aware of  the  reform and l a b o r  concerns which were embodies in move

ments such as th e  Southern Summer School .  For Vorse, a l though she had 

r a d ic a l  t i e s  th roughou t  her  l i f e ,  was not committed t o  c l a s s  r e v o l u t i o n ,  

but  reform w i th in  th e  co n f in es  o f  th e  system. In S t r i k e !  she s e t  out  

to  document th e  problems o f  th e  Southern t e x t i l e  workers in a manner 

which would convey th e  pathos and t ragedy  o f  th e  combined la b o r  

s t r u g g l e s  o f  th e  Piedmont. J u s t  as MacDonald and McLaren were drawn 

to  th e  South every summer to  respond to  th e  needs o f  working women, so 

was Vorse drawn to  t h e  s t r i k e s  o f  the  South in an a t tem pt  to  p u b l i c i z e  

the  i n j u s t i c e s  s u f f e r e d  by l a b o r .  The f i n a l  l i n e s  o f  th e  novel embodied 

V orse 's  commitment to  fo l low  la b o r  in America— ” . , . wherever th ey ,  the  

workers went ,  whatever  t h e i r  d e s t i n a t i o n  might be,  he had to  go with 

them.



Like Mary Heaton Vorse, Sherwood Anderson was drawn to the  South

in th e  e a r ly  years  o f  th e  Depression to  ge t  " in to  touch with some of

th e  men and women th e r e  who a re  in th e  l abo r  movement . . , to  j o i n  them
43hang around them." Unlike Vorse, Anderson came to  the  South as a 

romantic adven tu rer  and as a newly committed a c t i v i s t  t r y in g  to  compre

hend th e  l abo r  outbreaks  in the  reg ion .  Beyond Desire  was the  r e s u l t  

o f  Anderson's o b se rv a t io n s  o f  the  problems and people o f  the  southern 

t e x t i l e  m i l l s .  I t  i s  a book which, l i k e  S t r i k e ! , cannot be l a b e l l e d  

simply as a Marxis t  c a l l  f o r  p r o l e t a r i a n  r e v o lu t io n .  Rather ,  Beyond 

Desire  r e f l e c t e d  Anderson's  wish to  r e tu rn  to  h is  working c l a s s  r o o t s ,  

to  understand the u n c e r t a in ty  and d i s o r d e r  of  l a b o r  in America in the  

e a r ly  yea rs  o f  the  Depression.

Reviewers responded to  Beyond Desire  much as they had responded 

to  the  m a jo r i ty  o f  Anderson's work in the  l a t e  tw en t ie s  and e a r ly

t h i r t i e s .  Anderson was confused;  he was i n c o n s i s t e n t ,  he was " s t i l l  
44g rop ing ."  Anderson's  response  to  the  c r i t i c i s m  i s  important  fo r

unders tand ing  his  general r e a c t io n  to  the  soc ia l  upheaval t h a t  s t r i k e s

l i k e  the  one a t  Gastonia f o s t e r e d .  Anderson wrote to  h is  p u b l i sh e r  Tom

Smith o f  L iv e r ig h t :

I have t r i e d  to  w r i te  the  s to r y  o f  a confused c i v i l i z a t i o n  and 
I th in k  the  c r i t i c s  have been up to  t h e i r  old t r i c k  o f  th in k in g  
t h a t  a w r i t e r  who w r i te s  o f  a confused and puzzled man i s  
n e c e s s a r i l y  h imself  confused.  You would t h i n k ,  Tom, some of  
th e se  c r i t i c s  have found a d e f i n i t e  formula f o r  the  good l i f e .
I f  they have, I wish to  God they would come out with i t .

The c r i t i c s  did indeed have a formula fo r  Anderson. They expected him

e i t h e r  to  rega in  the  a r t i s t r y  o f  Winesburg, Ohio or  to  come out  as a

f u l l - f l e d g e d  Communist. Yet Anderson could do n e i t h e r .  In 1933

Anderson was to  produce Death in the  Woods, a book of  s h o r t  s t o r i e s

which rank among h is  b e s t ;  but  f o r  Anderson to  r e tu rn  to  the  days of
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Winesburg, Ohio was im poss ib le ,  Anderson was a rom antic ,  d r iven  by a 

d e s i r e  to  c r e a t e  c o n t i n u a l l y  new a r t .  As f o r  Anderson becoming a 

M arx is t ,  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  was remote. He did  not  have th e  mind f o r  the  

p o l i t i c a l  th eo ry  and f e r v e n t  devot ion  o f  th e  Communists. R a ther ,  h i s  

s o c ia l  consc iousness  in th e  l a t e  tw en t ie s  and e a r l y  t h i r t i e s  was l a r g e l y  

in f lu e n c e d  by h is  w i f e ,  so c ia l  worker Eleanor Copenhaver,  whose i n t e r 

e s t  and concern with  l a b o r  c o n d i t i o n s  in the  South i n f e c t e d  Anderson.

I t  gave a new d i r e c t i o n  to  h is  w r i t i n g ,  away from the  concerns  o f  th e  

l i t t l e  magazines and back to  h i s  f i r s t  l o v e —th e  common, puzzled American.

A v a r i e t y  o f  f o rc e s  drew Anderson 's  i n t e r e s t  to  the  s t r i k e  a t  

G as ton ia ,  His work as a country  e d i t o r  in Marion, V i r g in i a ,  had renewed 

h i s  f e e l i n g  f o r  th e  sou thern  mountain people .  His v i s i t  to  E l i z a b e t h t o n , 

Tennessee,  dur ing  th e  1929 s t r i k e  t h e r e  had allowed him to  see  f i r s t 

hand the  d e s p e ra te  c o n d i t io n s  o f  m i l lw o rk e rs .  In G as ton ia ,  however,  

he r e a l i z e d  t h a t  t h e r e  was something d i f f e r e n t  from the  o t h e r  s t r i k e s  

in th e  Piedmont.  The presence o f  Communists in th e  t i n y  North Caro l ina  

town had brought  f e a r  to  a l l  o f  th e  South. In Beyond D e s i r e , Anderson 

cap tu red  t h a t  widespread sense  o f  f e a r  which c h a r a c t e r i z e d  th e  beginnings  

o f  Gas ton ia ,  He wrote :

There was a s t r i k e  o f  mil l  workers in a mil l  town in North 
Caro l ina  and i t  w a s n ' t  j u s t  an o rd in a ry  s t r i k e .  I t  was a com
munis t  s t r i k e  and word o f  i t  had been running through th e  South 
f o r  two o r  t h r e e  weeks. 'What do you th in k  o f  i t  . . . i t ' s  a t  
B i r c h f i e l d ,  [G as ton ia ]  North Caro l ina  . , , a c t u a l l y .  These 
communists have come in to  th e  South now. I t ' s  t e r r i b l e . ' 46

For Anderson, th e  s t r i k e  was any th ing  but  t e r r i b l e .  Like many o t h e r s ,

Anderson be l ieved  t h a t  s i g n i f i c a n t  changes were t ak ing  p lace  in America

in th e  e a r l y  y ea r s  o f  th e  Depress ion ,  The s e r i e s  o f  v o l a t i l e  s t r i k e s

in th e  South r e p re s e n te d  a break !'with  th e  o rd in a ry  problem o f  middle-

c l a s s  people  in lo v e ,  e t c . "  t h a t  Anderson be l ieved  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  both
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47t h e  1 i t  e ra  ry- and c u l t u r a l  c l im a te  o f  th e  t w e n t i e s .  I f  th e  s t r i k e  a t

Gastonia  cha l lenged  the  convent ional  a t t i t u d e s  o f  c o n s e rv a t iv e  s o u th e r n e r s ,

Anderson reasoned ,  then l e t  th e  upheaval begin .  He was bored wi th  the

tw e n t i e s .  His r e s t l e s s  romantic  s p i r i t  wanted " to  f in d  th in g s  and people
48to  l o v e ,  to  fee l  lo v e ,  to  fee l  1 i f e  s t r u g g l i n g  in  p eop le . "  Anderson 's  

d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  th e  beginnings  o f  th e  s t r i k e  conveyed the  sense o f  e x c i t e 

ment and u n r e s t  which c a t a p u l t e d  Gastonia  immediately to  th e  p ub l ic  eye.

The Communist a s p e c t  o f  th e  s t r i k e  had brought f e e l i n g s  o f  d e s p e ra t io n  

and t e r r o r  to  th o se  who fe a re d  " fo re ig n  a g i t a t o r s "  and f e e l i n g s  o f  hope 

and nervous optimism to  those  who were ready f o r  th in g s  to  break wide 

open in America, f o r  the  very founda t ions  o f  th e  country  to  be shaken. 

Anderson saw th e  r i f t  which th e  s t r i k e  f o s t e r e d  as h e a l th y .  A f te r  the  

slumber o f  th e  p rev ious  n ine  y e a r s ,  America was a l i v e  aga in .

Simply because Anderson emphasized th e  Communist e lement o f  th e  

s t r i k e  d id not  s i g n i f y  t h a t  Anderson h im se lf  had made th e  convers ion  to  

Communism. Despi te  p r e s s u re  from th e  growing numbers o f  w r i t e r s  and 

c r i t i c s  who were t u rn in g  to  Marxism in the  beginnings  o f  th e  Depress ion ,  

Anderson was never  com fortab le  with  Communism. He d id  s ign  h is  name to  

many o f  th e  s e r i e s  o f  d e c l a r a t i o n s  sponsored by The New Masses and he 

did  a t t e n d  h i s  sha re  o f  meetings c a l l i n g  f o r  r e v o l u t i o n .  But Anderson 

was a t t r a c t e d  more by th e  f e e l i n g s  o f  change and d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  voiced 

by the  Communists than t h e i r  formal dogma. The Communist movement was 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e  new u n s e t t l e d ,  v o l a t i l e  s p i r i t  o f  America. W ri ting  

to  Roger and Ruth Sergei immediately be fo re  h is  immersion in sou thern  

mil l  towns, Anderson e x p la in e d ,  " I 'm not  p lanning  to  go in to  th e  Com

munist  Pa r ty  o r  an y th in g ,  I am only  tak ing  i t  as an adventure*  th e
49sw ee te s t  one I know to  go i n t o , !l Anderson was f a r  more i n t e r e s t e d  in
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t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  o f  the  s t r i k e  than the  Marxist  ideologues  who came down 

from New York to  i n t e r p r e t  the  s t r i k e  a t  Gastonia as c l a s s  r e v o l t .  The 

Communists were, according to  Anderson, o f te n  g u i l t y  o f  manipu la t ion .  

Having had no immediate s ta k e  in th e  s t r i k e ,  t h ey ,  l i k e  o th e r  i n t e l 

l e c t u a l s  (and he included h im se lf  among them), whom Anderson had ques

t i o n e d ,  would "go and s t i r  them [workers]  up. Out they come and p re se n t ly
50ge t  l i c k e d .  Then we go comfortably o f f . "  Anderson did  not want h is

r o le  to  be l inked  with unconcerned, o u t s id e  o r g a n iz e r s .  He wanted to

become immediately involved in the  confused l i v e s  of  th e  workers .  For

they were h is  s u b j e c t s ,  they were what su s ta in ed  h is  w r i t i n g .

In Anderson's  d e s c r i p t i o n  of  th e  beginnings o f  Gas ton ia ,  we see  h is

concern f o r  ex p la in ing  th e  s t r i k e  through th e  eyes o f  the  workers.

Anderson wrote o f  the  impact of  the  s t r i k e  throughout  the  South. A

tramp, one of  the  many roaming and d i sp lace d  in d iv id u a l s  of  the  e a r ly

d e p re s s io n ,  t e l l s  o f  h is  exper iences  a t  B i r c h f i e ld  (G as ton ia ) .  He t a l k s

o f  going to  the  town to  scab ,  but a f t e r  w i tn ess in g  th e  shooting o f  the

s ing ing  woman a t  B i r c h f i e ld  (E l la  May Wiggins),  he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he

cannot  c ross  th e  p ic k e t  l i n e .  Anderson powerful ly  cap tured  the

d isconten tm ent  o f  people throughout  th e  South who had heard o f  the

b r u t a l i t y  a t  Gastonia ,

The tramp Red Ol iver  heard t a l k i n g  in the  tramps '  jung le  
was blue with wra th .  I t  may be t h a t ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  such shots  heard 
here  and t h e r e ,  a t  f a c to ry  g a t e s ,  a t  mine e n t r a n c e s ,  on p ic k e t  
l i n e s  be fo re  f a c t o r i e s - - d e p u t y  s h e r i f f s - - t h e  1aw -pro tec t ion  of  
p roper ty  , , . i t  may be they do echo and r e e c h o .

Anderson s h i f t e d  th e  events  of  Gastonia  to  c r e a t e  a mood o f  rage and

f r u s t r a t i o n  around which d i sp lace d  workers could r a l l y ,  E l la  May Wiggins

was not  k i l l e d  u n t i l  the  very end o f  the  s t r i k e ,  and y e t  Andersori chose to

dramatize  her death  in th e  f i r s t  t h r e e  weeks o f  th e  s t r i k e  in h is
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f i c t i o n .  He compressed th e  drawn ou t  v io len ce  which d id  not  m a t e r i a l i z e  

u n t i l  t h e  s t r i k e  had become over  a month o ld  in to  the  beginnings  o f  the  

w a lk -ou t .  And he did t h i s  to  add to  the  f e e l i n g s  o f  d e s p e ra t io n  and 

h e lp l e s s n e s s  which c h a r a c t e r i z e d  th e  Gastonia s t r i k e .  Workers could only 

im poten t ly  watch as law o f f i c e r s  and th e  Committee o f  One Hundred bea t  

them and des troyed  t h e i r  s u p p l i e s .  The t ra m p 's  anger ,  h i s  b lue but h e lp 

l e s s  w ra th ,  was i n d i c a t i v e  of  th e  r e a c t i o n  o f  many workers a t  Gastonia .  

The tramp i s  a t y p i c a l  Anderson c h a r a c t e r - - f l a w e d  and confused ,  y e t  

p ossess ing  a s t r a n g e  i n t e g r i t y  and f e e l i n g  f o r  h is  fellow...man which the  

r e a d e r  must admire .

However, t h e  tramp i s  but a minor c h a r a c t e r  in the  drama t h a t  

Anderson a t tempted  to  c r e a t e  in Beyond D e s i r e . The p r o ta g o n i s t  of  the  

n o v e l ,  Red O l iv e r ,  embodies th e  confus ion  o f  th e  tramp and the  confusion  

t h a t  Anderson u l t i m a t e l y  f e l t  in t r y i n g  to i n t e r p r e t  th e  t im es .  Red i s  

a youth d e s p e r a t e ly  sea rch ing  f o r  some s o r t  of  meaning in the  l a b o r  

s t r u g g l e  a t  Gas ton ia .  He dec ides  to  become a Communist f o r  mixed 

r ea so n s ;  and he dec ides  to  become a m ar ty r  out  o f  th e  d e s p e ra t io n  o f  the  

moment. He sees  th e  s t r i k e  as " the  s t r u g g l e  o f  a l l  men," y e t  a t  the

same t ime he concludes t h a t  he i s  a " S i l l y  ass"  caught up in something
52t h a t  he does not  unders tand .  Red's l a s t  thoughts  be fo re  ch a l len g in g

th e  National  Guard s o l d i e r ,  a boy e q u a l ly  r e l u c t a n t  and u n c e r t a i n ,  a r e
53muddled and noncommital— "What th e  he l l  . . . ," Red's dea th  i s  a 

symbol o f  the  beginnings  and end o f  Gas ton ia ;  i t  i s  a f u t i l e  a c t  of  

d e f i a n c e  in  a s t r i k e  which i s  doomed to f a i l .  When Red co n f ro n t s  the  

s o l d i e r  ou t  o f  a confused sense  o f  p r id e  and devot ion to  th e  cause ,  

the  boy has no choice  but to  shoot  th e  t ro u b le d  youth ,  Anderson was 

not concerned with  c l a s s  wars o r  r e v o lu t io n  in h is  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f
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the  beginnings  and causes  o f  Gas ton ia ,  Rather ,  he a t tempted  to  sa lvage

something from the  d e f e a t  o f  l a b o r e r s  in th e  South by exp ress ing  h is

compassion f o r  the  scores  o f  workers in s t r i k e s ,  workers who cont inued

to  be crushed by the  economically  and p o l i t i c a l l y  powerful m i l l s .

Anderson 's  humanitar ian  concern f o r  th e  worker in th e  South was

voiced by many i n t e l l e c t u a l s  o f  th e  t im e .  The l a t e  tw en t ie s  f o s t e r e d

a growing awareness among Americans o f  the  p l i g h t  o f  the  working people

in th e  South. A wave of  books d e s c r ib in g  the  h o r ro r s  of  t e x t i l e

c o n d i t io n s  c i r c u l a t e d  in th e  e a r l y  y e a r s  surrounding th e  D epress ion--

I Go South:  An Unprejudiced V i s i t  to  a Group o f  Cotton M i l l s , Cotton

Mill People o f  th e  Piedmont: A Study in Social Change, and Wei f a r e
54Work in Mill V i l l a g e s , f o r  example. I n t e l l e c t u a l s  in l ead ing  l i b 

e ra l  magazines changed from t a l k i n g  about l o s t  va lues  to  t a l k i n g  about 

unions .  Paul B lanshard ,  a c o n t r i b u t o r  to  The N a t io n , was i n d i c a t i v e  

o f  many w r i t e r s  who, l i k e  Anderson, wanted to  document th e  u n c e r t a in  

s t r u g g l e  o f  workers in t e x t i l e  s t r i k e s .  On G as ton ia ,  B la n sh a rd ' s  con

c lu s io n s  were s u r p r i s i n g l y  s i m i l a r  to  A nderson 's ,

The workers in th e  s t r i k e  only know t h a t  they  a re  f i g h t i n g  f o r  
a b e t t e r  l i f e .  They do not know the  d i f f e r e n c e  between one 
union and a n o th e r ,  and f o r  them 'communism' i s  simply ano ther  
e p i t h e t .  . . . They hear  with blank faces  phrases  about  i n t e r 
n a t io n a l  s o l i d a r i t y  and c l a s s  power. , . . They a re  t i r e d ,  
undernour ished ,  and uneducated,  bu t  even th e  employers admit 
t h a t  they  a re  becoming aware o f  t h e i r  own d e g r a d a t i o n . 55

One sees  in Blanshard the  same d e s i r e  to  p o r t r a y  the  workers in human

te rm s ,  to  both d e s c r ib e  t h e i r  ignorance and t h e i r  courage ,  Blanshard

and Anderson voiced th e  concerns o f  many Americans, They spoke of  the

d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  with Communistic s o lu t i o n s  to  th e  problems o f  the

Depress ion ,  and a t  t h e  same time they  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  th e  dilemma of  the

worker in  America had to  be c o n f ro n te d ,  Anderson 's  concerns would
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l a t e r  be voiced by a s i g n i f i c a n t  group o f  Americans in th e  Depress ion ,  

ranging from P r e s id e n t  Roosevelt  to  t h e  men on th e  b r e a d l i n e s .  They 

a l l  came to  r e a l i z e  one fundamental i d e a - - A t t e n t i o n  must be paid to  

workers in America.

I l l

" S o l i d a r i t y  f o r e v e r ,
S o l id a r i  t y  f o r e v e r ,
S o l i d a r i t y  f o r e v e r ,
For the  Union makes us s t r o n g ! "
( S t r i k e  song,  National T e x t i l e  Workers Union,

1929)

I f  Mary Heaton Vorse and Sherwood Anderson f a i l e d  to  produce the  

r e v o lu t io n a r y  p r o l e t a r i a n  work t h a t  P a r ty  members c a l l e d  f o r ,  Dorothy 

Myra Page and William R o l l in s  J r .  succeeded in  w r i t i n g  novels  with a 

c l e a r  Communist message. They did  not  share  t h e  r e s e r v a t i o n s  o f  Vorse 

and Anderson concerning  the  m an ip u la t iv e  and a t  t imes  t o t a l i t a r i a n  

a s p e c t s  o f  Communism. Ra the r ,  they  immersed themselves  in th e  Par ty  

l i n e .  Page, a n a t i v e  so u th e rn e r  from V i r g in i a ,  had been involved in 

r a d i c a l  p o l i t i c s  th roughout  th e  l a t e  tw e n t i e s .  She worked as an 

o r g a n iz e r  f o r  th e  YWCA in V i rg in ia  in th e  e a r l y  tw en t ie s  but became 

d i s s a t i s f i e d  with  th e  c o n s e rv a t iv e  a t t i t u d e s  o f  i t s  l e a d e r s h i p .  She 

then l e f t  th e  South,  working as an o rg a n iz e r  f o r  th e  Amalgamated 

Clo th ing  Workers o f  America in P h i l a d e lp h ia  and S t ,  Louis ,  and even

t u a l l y  went on to  earn a d o c to r a t e  in soc io logy  from th e  U n iv e r s i ty  of
57Minnesota in 1928. Her 1929 d o c to ra l  d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  Southern Cotton 

Mil Vs and Labor , was a cu lm ina t ion  of  her  involvement  and o b se rv a t io n s  

o f  sou thern  t e x t i l e  workers .  This work marked th e  beginnings  o f  her  

a s s o c i a t i o n  with a Communist p re ss  t h a t  p r in t e d  many o f  th e  Marxis t  

t r a c t s  o f  th e  t h i r t i e s ,  Page would remain c lo s e  to  th e  P ar ty
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th roughou t  th e  Depress ion ,  m a in ta in in g  s t rong  t i e s  with th e  American

Communist Pa r ty  and Moscow as well as w r i t i n g  t h r e e  M arxis t  works--
58Gather ing Storm, S o v ie t  Main S t r e e t , and Moscow Yankee.

R o l l i n s '  r a d ic a l  development was l e s s  c l e a r l y  d e f in ed  than  P a g e ' s .

R o l l in s  served  in th e  Ambulance Corps dur ing World War I a f t e r  which he
59began h i s  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r  as a s h o r t  s to r y  w r i t e r .  He became involved

in r a d i c a l  c i r c l e s  around th e  time o f  the  Depress ion ,  cover ing  the
finGastonia  t r i a l  f o r  The New Masses. While a t  G as ton ia ,  R o l l in s  

c u l t i v a t e d  f r i e n d s h i p s  with such prominent Par ty  members as Gastonia  

s t r i k e  o r g a n iz e r  Fred Beal.  The Shadow Before c a t a p u l t e d  R o l l in s  in to  the  

c e n t e r  o f  th e  movement toward l i t e r a r y  Communism in th e  1930s. I t  was 

proclaimed one of  the  f i n e s t  examples o f  p r o l e t a r i a n  l i t e r a t u r e  and 

e s t a b l i s h e d  R o l l in s  as  a spokesman f o r  the  genre .  Although t h e i r  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in M arxis t  p o l i t i c s  and l i t e r a t u r e  d i f f e r e d ,  Page and 

R o l l in s  shared a common c o n v ic t i o n :  a b e l i e f  t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  should

and would c o n t r i b u t e  to  a r e v o l u t i o n a r y , c l a s s l e s s  s o c i e t y .

Gather ing Storm r e p re s e n te d  Dorothy Myra Page 's  e f f o r t s  to  combine 

th e  l a b o r  u n r e s t  o f  th e  f i r s t  p a r t  o f  the  tw e n t i e th  cen tu ry  in to  a 

cohes ive  r e v o lu t io n a r y  movement. The book begins be fo re  World War I in 

th e  m i l l s  o f  North C a ro l in a ,  s i g n a l i n g  the  growing u n r e s t  o f  the  twen

t i e t h  c e n tu ry .  At th e  o u t s e t  o f  th e  n ove l ,  a grandmother demands t h a t  

her  g randdaughter  con t inue  f i g h t i n g  f o r  e q u a l i t y  and j u s t i c e .  The 

novel co n t inues  through World War I and th e  tw e n t i e s .  Page addressed  

th e  major  r a d i c a l  i s s u e s  o f  th e  t i m e s - - t h e  bus iness  motives o f  the  war, 

th e  deba te  between Communism and S o c ia l i sm ,  th e  b a t t l e  f o r  unions in 

Chicago and New England, and the  Bolshevok r e v o l u t i o n .  She pa in ted  a 

p i c t u r e  o f  d i s s a t i s f i e d  workers s ea rch in g  f o r  a s o c i e ty  which would
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reward them f o r  t h e i r  s a c r i f i c e s .

The u n r e s t  o f  the  workers and t h e i r  unders tanding  of  th e  need f o r  

a c t io n  culminated in the  s t r i k e  a t  Gas tonia .  Page i n t e r p r e t e d  the  

beginnings of  Gastonia as the  long awaited r e a l i z a t i o n  among workers 

t h a t  t h e i r  r o le  was changing. Speaking through a f i c t i o n a l  l e a d e r  of  

the  s t r i k e ,  she captured  the  imagery and ideology which i s  fundamental 

to  her  work:

'This  d a y , '  Tom d e c la r e d ,  'w i l l  go down in h i s t o r y .  The day 
t h a t  southern  mil l  hands s t a r t e d  t h e i r  D ec la ra t ion  o f  Independ
ence from mil l  s l a v e ry .  This s t r i k e  must spread  through a l l  o f  
Gaston County, th e  b ig g es t  t e x t i l e  c e n t e r  in th e  world. I t  
must s t a r t  walk-outs  throughout  the  e n t i r e  southern  region!
'N w e ' l l  ge t  support  from a l l  over t h i s  coun t ry ,  'n from a l l  
p a r t s  o f  the  world. You' ll  s e e . ' ^

One n o t i c e s  in Page 's  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  the  beginnings o f  Gastonia the

absence o f  a Communist o rg a n iz e r  l i k e  Fred Beal.  However, the  absence

of a Bea l- type  c h a r a c t e r  does not  mean t h a t  t h e r e  was a lack  o f

Communist sen timent  in Page 's  novel .  Rather ,  Page desc r ibed  th e  s t r i k e

in r e v o lu t io n a r y  terms.  She c r e a te d  a p i c t u r e  o f  a r i s i n g  and r e s t l e s s

p r o l e t a r i a t  d e c la r in g  t h a t  i t  w i l l  no longer  accep t  the  " s lave ry"  of

c a p i t a l i s m .  Tom is  a southern  mill  worker who has gone nor th  where he

l e a r n s  Marxist  dogma. He r e tu r n s  to  lead  h is  fe l low  workers in a

r e v o l t  which wi l l  become a symbol o f  the  awareness and power o f  t h e

p r o l e t a r i a t .  Page 's  idea o f  a "ga the r ing  storm" was a metaphor f o r  her

Marxis t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  th e  s t r i k e .  I t  was a storm which would sweep

across  the  g lobe ,  spreading  the  word of  worker s o l i d a r i t y  and the

b e n e f i t s  o f  Communism,

The o p t i m i s t i c  n a tu re  o f  Page 's  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  Gastonia

r e f l e c t e d ,  in p a r t ,  t h e  changes which would d e f in e  t r u l y  " p r o l e t a r i a n "

l i t e r a t u r e ,  Marxist  c r i t i c s  and i n t e l l e c t u a l s  o f  th e  t h i r t i e s  were
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looking f o r  works which a t  once captured  the  problems of  workers and

spoke of  th e  im p l ica t io n s  o f  a c l a s s l e s s  s o c ie ty .  The world was

changing,  devoted Communists a rgued,  and a r t  must both r e f l e c t  and

f u r t h e r  the  r e v o lu t io n a ry  cause.  Joseph Freeman, in h is  in t ro d u c t io n

to  P r o l e t a r i a n  L i t e r a t u r e  in the  United S t a t e s , def ined  the  aims of

rev o lu t io n a ry  l i t e r a t u r e :

The r e v o lu t io n a ry  movement in America--as in o th e r  c o u n t r i e s - -  
i s  developing a genera t ion  which sees th e  world through the  
i l l u m in a t in g  concepts  o f  a r e v o lu t io n a ry  s c ie n ce .  . . . Out 
of  the  exper iences  and the  sc ience  of  the  p r o l e t a r i a t ,  the  
rev o lu t io n a ry  p o e t s ,  p layw r igh ts ,  and n o v e l i s t s  a re  developing 
an a r t  which r e v e a l s  more fo rces  in th e  world than the  love of  

% th e  l e c h e r  and th e  p r ide  o f  the  N a r c i s s i s t .  For th e  f i r s t  t ime 
in c e n tu r i e s  we sha l l  ge t  an a r t  t h a t  i s  t r u l y  e p i c ,  f o r  i t  
wi l l  deal with th e  tremendous exper iences  of  a c l a s s  whose 
world-wide s t r u g g le  t ransform s  th e  whole o f  human s o c ie ty .  2

Freeman's d e f i n i t i o n  o f  the  goals  and aims o f  p r o l e t a r i a n  l i t e r a t u r e  

sheds l i g h t  on th e  l a r g e r - s c a l e  concerns o f  Marxis t  w r i t e r s  in the  

t h i r t i e s .  P r o l e t a r i a n  w r i t e r s ,  those  w r i t e r s  who adhered to  the  idea 

t h a t  they were Communists f i r s t  and a r t i s t s  second, came to  the  con

c lu s io n  t h a t  t h e i r  work was a l i n k  in the  world-wide t rans fo rm a t ion  to 

Marxism. They be l ieved  t h a t  they were p a r t  o f  a rad ica l  change in the  

very na tu re  o f  p o l i t i c a l  and soc ia l  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  Page 's  b e l i e f  in 

a r t  as an ins t rum ent  o f  soc ia l  change in f luenced  her i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

of  Gastonia .  She saw the  s t r i k e  as th e  beginnings  of  a p r o l e t a r i a n  

c l a s s  r e v o l t  which would spread among workers throughout  the  world. 

Explaining th e  optimism o f  r a d i c a l s  in the  t h i r t i e s ,  Page l a t e r  r e c a l l e d ,  

"We were young and e n t h u s i a s t i c  and you know, we j u s t  thought  t h a t  

th in g s  were gonna happen f a s t e r  . . . t h a t  the  working people were 

going to  ge t  con tro l  of  t h e i r  l i v e s . "

Page was concerned with c r e a t in g  a un iversa l  message: an a rch e 

typal s t r i k e  t h a t  would embody th e  problems of  a l l  workers.  In her
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d e p ic t io n  o f  the  c o n f l i c t  a t  Gas ton ia ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  she changed the  f a c t s

of  the  s t r i k e  to  s u i t  her  broader  themes. For Page, the  i s su e  of  race

and worker s o l i d a r i t y  was c r u c ia l  f o r  developing her  l a r g e r  theme of

worker coopera t ion  and u n i ty .  She t ransformed Gastonia  in to  a s t r i k e

which a t  once symbolized th e  emancipation of  southern  workers from the

s lav e ry  o f  th e  m i l l s  and from th e  s la v e ry  o f  t h e i r  old  demon--racism,

In her novel white  and black workers r e a l i z e  t h a t  they  must u n i t e :

At a l l  once Jema and George f e l t  more a t  home with each o t h e r ,
'You know our ways in the  south 'n how slow fo lk s  a re  to  change.
This black ‘n white cornin' to g e th e r  f e e l s  a l i l '  s t r an g e  a t  
f i r s t .  But i t ’s the  only way. I 'm sky blue  c e r t a i n  of  t h a t .
We want you in our union. Tell  the  Hollow fo lk s  t h a t .  We'll 
s tand  by 'em 'n we want 'em to  s tand by u s . ' 64

Page was involved p e r so n a l ly  with the  i n t e r r a c i a l  a sp ec t s  of  unionism.

Her exper iences  in P h i l a d e lp h ia  and S t .  Louis confirmed her  b e l i e f  t h a t

unionism was "a freedom to  be fought  f o r  and won, black and white  
65a l i k e . "  However, Page 's  t r a n s fo rm a t io n  of  the  s t r i k e  in to  an i n t e r 

r a c i a l  s t r u g g le  ignores  the  f a c t s  o f  Gastonia .  L is ton  Pope, a f t e r  

in te rv iew ing  the  s u p e r in te n d e n t  o f  th e  Loray M i l l ,  lea rned  t h a t  approxi-  

mately one p e r -c e n t  of  th e  2,200 employees a t  the  mil l  were b lack .

Fred Beal could not unders tand  why Communist t h e o r i s t  A lbe r t  Weisbord
67wanted him to  "emphasize th e  Negro Quest ion ."  Beal exp la ined  to

Weisbord " t h a t  t h e r e  had been only two Negroes working in the  mil l  and
68they had f l e d  when th e  s t r i k e  s t a r t e d . "  Page most c e r t a i n l y  knew t h a t  

blacks did not  play any r o l e  in the  s t r i k e  a t  Gas tonia .  However, to  

w r i t e  of  a s t r i k e  of  an a l l  white  work fo rce  would not s u i t  Page 's  

d i d a c t i c  ends. In her work, she wanted to  c r e a t e  a movement which 

t ranscended r a c i a l  b a r r i e r s ,  which brought workers to g e th e r  toward one 

common cause—u n i ty  and s o l i d a r i t y  a g a in s t  th e  h e a r t l e s s  mi 11 owners.

Page wrote of  a s t r i k e  where, black and white  workers must depend on
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each o t h e r  i f  they  a re  to  succeed.  Divided,  they a re  d e f e a t e d .  As

t h e i r  marching song d e c l a r e d ,  they  came to  r e a l i z e  t h a t  i t  was th e  union

t h a t  made them s t ro n g .

The "Negro Question"  had been a major concern f o r  th e  Communist

P a r ty  th roughou t  th e  Depress ion .  In 1929, the  Comintern d i r e c t e d  th e

American Communist P a r ty  to  "come o u t  openly and un rese rv ed ly  f o r  th e

r i g h t  o f  Negroes to  n a t io n a l  s e l f - d e t e r m i n a t i o n  . . .  in th e  sou thern  
69s t a t e s .  . . . "  The South was th e  key to  the  P a r t y ' s  success  both in 

i n c o r p o ra t in g  b lacks  in to  t h e i r  programs and in e l im in a t in g  th e  r a c i a l  

b a r r i e r s  t h a t  d iv ided  sou thern  workers .  Page 's  use of  th e  i n t e r - r a c i a l  

i s s u e  hence f i t  i n to  th e  problems th e  P ar ty  was add ress ing  in th e  e a r l y  

Depress ion ,  In f a c t ,  her  novel reads  a lmost  as i f  i t  was w r i t t e n  to  

promote th e  P a r ty  p la t fo rm .

Page was r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  th e  new breed o f  w r i t e r s  who developed 

in th e  t h i r t i e s .  Although she had been i n t e r e s t e d  in f i c t i o n  s in c e  

her  days in c o l l e g e ,  her  primary o r i e n t a t i o n  was p o l i t i c a l  r a t h e r  than 

l i t e r a r y .  She had seen th e  i n j u s t i c e s  of  th e  working c l a s s  in America 

and she was de te rm ined ,  through her  a r t ,  to  remedy th o se  problems.

But u n l ik e  Mary Heaton Vorse,  Page was not  a r e fo rm er ,  but a r e v o l u 

t i o n i s t .  She be l iev ed  t h a t  the  c a p i t a l i s t  system had to  be overthrown 

be fo re  workers could begin to  see any meaningful changes in  t h e i r  

e x i s t e n c e .  She had lea rn e d  a v a lu a b le  t r a i t  from her  c o n ta c t  with the  

c o n s e rv a t iv e  YWCA, She wrote;

We had been t r a i n e d  to  b e l i e v e  t h a t  so c ia l  r e l a t i o n s  would r i g h t  
themselves  through Peace and P e r su a s io n ,  through changing h e a r t s  
one by one.  F i n a l l y ,  f o r  me t h e r e  was no going on. The th eo ry  
simply did  not  work. The system was s t ro n g e r  than i n d i v i d u a l s ,  
and th e  s o lu t i o n  depended on changing th e  system i t s e l f  .70

Page 's  novel c e n t e r s  around her  b e l i e f  in f u r t h e r i n g  th e  r e v o lu t io n  which
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she and her  fe l low  Communists be l ieved  was imminent. When Page d i s 

t o r t e d  the  f a c t s  o f  th e  s t r i k e  and gave workers Marxist  motives which 

they did not unders tand ,  she was simply obeying the  h igher  c a l l  to 

th e  r e v o lu t io n .  For Page, Marx was f a r  more important  than a r t  o r  

v e r i s i m i l i t u d e .  S t i l l ,  one cannot deny the  deeply  f e l t  concern and 

unders tanding  f o r  the  working c l a s s  which i s  p re se n t  in Page 's  novel .

Her exper ience  as an o rg a n ize r  and as a p a r t i c i p a n t  in worker b a t t l e s  

gave Page an in t im a te  view of  the  problems o f  the  p r o l e t a r i a t .

Although William R o l l in s  J r .  shared  Page 's  b e l i e f  in the  importance 

of  a c l a s s l e s s  s o c i e t y ,  h is  method o f  w r i t in g  and theory  o f  p r o l e t a r i a n  

l i t e r a t u r e  d i f f e r e d  from P ag e ' s .  In The Shadow B efo re , Rol l ins  employed 

a more s u b t l e  and experimental approach in moving h is  r eaders  toward 

Communism. Mary Heaton Vorse s t a t e d  in her review o f  The Shadow Before 

t h a t  R o l l in s  was ab le  to  cap tu re  " the  moral f e e l i n g  of  a s t r i k e  with 

i t s  e x a l t a t i o n s  and i t s  f r u s t r a t i o n s . " ^  Jumping from one p e r sp ec t iv e  

to ano ther  and using c l ip p in g s  from newspapers,  Ro l l in s  dep ic ted  the  

ambivalence of  h is  c h a r a c t e r s  in much the  same way as John Dos Passos 

did in U.S.A. Simply because Rol l in s  was more experimental than the  

o th e r  Gastonia  n o v e l i s t s  did  not  mean t h a t  h is  o b j e c t i v e  in The Shadow 

Before was not  p r im a r i ly  p o l i t i c a l .  Ro l l ins  was a fe l low  t r a v e l l e r ;  

and Marxist  ideology remained a t  th e  h e a r t  of  h is  work.

R o l l i n s '  general  d e p ic t io n  of  th e  s t r i k e  d i f f e r e d  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

from th e  o th e r  Gastonia nove ls .  He chose to  combine the  events  a t  

Gastonia with the New Bedford s t r i k e  o f  1927, and he t r a n s p l a n t e d  the  

events  o f  Gastonia to  a n o r th e a s te rn  s e t t i n g .  Some c r i t i c s  ob jec ted  to 

R o l l i n s '  d e c i s io n  to  move the  s t r i k e  from the  South, G ran v i l le  Hicks, 

d e s p i t e  sha r ing  th e  o ve ra l l  en thusiasm o f  Marxist  c r i t i c s  f o r  The
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Shadow B efo re , found f a u l t  in R o l l i n s '  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  the  two s t r i k e s .

I t  was pointed to  me by a l ab o r  o rg an iz e r  t h a t  The Shadow Befo re , 
by t r a n s f e r r i n g  d e t a i l s  o f  th e  Gastonia s t r i k e  to  a New England 
s e t t i n g ,  por trayed  a s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  is  t r u e  to  n e i t h e r  s e c t io n .
T h is ,  I am a f r a i d ,  i n d ic a te d  the  g r e a t  weakness o f  the  book; i t
i s  to  a c e r t a i n  e x te n t  s y n t h e t i c .  . . . The book does not give 
an accu ra te  c r o s s - s e c t i o n  o f  the  var ious  c l a s s e s  in a mil l  town. 72 
Ro l l ins  did not know enough to  do what he so am bi t ious ly  a t tempted .

Hicks ap p a ren t ly  did not  know enough about R o l l in s  to  understand why he

chose to  p o r t r a y  Gastonia as a nor the rn  mill  town. Ro l l ins  had indeed

done h is  r e sea rch  on Gastonia .  He covered the  t r i a l  of  Fred Beal f o r

The New Masses and had developed a f r i e n d s h ip  with  th e  Communist l e a d e r

of  Gastonia .  Ro l l ins  understood the  soc ia l  dynamics both a t  Gastonia

and in New England. Indeed, h is  work stood ou t  because o f  h is  a b i l i t y

to w r i t e  convincing ly  from th e  p e r sp e c t iv e s  o f  mil l  workers ,  mil l  bosses ,

and mil l  owners.  Hicks misread R o l l i n s '  work because he expected ano ther

account o f  the  i n j u s t i c e s  a t  Gas tonia .  R o l l i n s ’ motives were s u b t l e

but c l e a r ;  he was determined to address  the  l a r g e r  problems o f  the

depress ion  worker and h is  b e l i e f  in Marxism.

To understand R o l l i n s '  reasons f o r  combining Gastonia  with New

Bedford,  one need only look to  the  wider  range o f  workers which Ro l l ins

could in co rp o ra te  in to  h is  work. Like Page, Ro l l ins  was concerned with

the  i n t e r r a c i a l  i s s u e s  with which the  Par ty  s t r u g g le d .  I f  Gastonia

was a r e v o lu t io n a ry  s t r i k e ,  i t  was not  a r a c i a l l y  i n t e g r a t e d  s t r i k e .

By t r a n s f e r r i n g  th e  venue to the  N o r th eas t ,  R o l l in s  could inc lude  the

d ispossessed  immigrants of  New England in to  h is  work. The beginnings

of  th e  s t r i k e  reveal a melange of  e th n ic  groups working t o g e th e r ,

R o l l ins  wrote;

S t e l l a  Lecinski was n in e te e n ,  the  b e l l e  o f  the  North End 
Po les .  She made up her  face  with the  s k i l l  o f  a g i r l  on the  
h i l l  and wore as becoming c l o t h e s .  S t e l l a  led  the  s ing ing  before
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m eet ings ;  she lea rn e d  th e  s t r i k e  songs in  Portuguese  and French 
as well  as in English and P o l i s h ,  Now, f e l lo w  workers ;  her  voice  
was c l e a r  . . . now l e t ' s  s ing  S o l i d a r i t y  F o reve r !73

R o l l in s  peopled h is  work with I r i s h  and French and Portuguese  and

I t a l i a n s ,  t h e  m e l t ing  pot  o f  immigrants t h a t  was so much a p a r t  o f  New 

England. Although he did  not  inc lude  b la c k s ,  h is  s t r i k e  had an i n t e r 

n a t io n a l  c h a r a c t e r .  His novel spoke to  more than th e  workers o f  

America. He t r i e d  to  c a p tu re  th e  m u l t i - e t h n i c  vo ices  o f  d i s p la c e d  

workers th roughou t  th e  world.

The idea o f  an i n t e r n a t i o n a l  movement s tood o u t  c l e a r l y  in R o l l i n s '  

d e p i c t i o n  o f  th e  beginnings  o f  th e  s t r i k e .  The w alk-ou t  i s  headed by 

an American Communist o r g a n i z e r ,  an I r i s h  worker,  and a French worker.

Like th e  people of  Page and Anderson and V orse 's  work, they  a re  t i r e d  

o f  working " l i k e  he l l  n ine  hours a day" while  t h e i r  "k ids  a re  hungry."

But R o l l in s  was a b le  to  c a p tu re  the  b i t t e r n e s s  and i n t e n s i t y  o f  f e e l i n g s

of  th e  s t r i k e  in a manner which th e  o t h e r  Gastonia  n o v e l i s t s  were n o t .

He wrote  o f  th e  crowd moving t o g e t h e r  to  s t r i k e ;

I t  ro se  here  and t h e r e  in th e  crowd. In E n g l i sh ,  P or tuguese ,  
French,  Greek, P o l i s h .  Some remembered i t  dimly from th e  p a s t  
and hummed i t ;  some fo llowed and hummed i t ;  everybody made some 
kind o f  sound. And i t  b lended ,  ro se  to  th e  l i s t e n i n g  watchers  
a t  th e  windows, to  th e  low hung c louds  t h a t  s c u t t l e d  d a r k l y ,  
s i l e n t l y  by.

'THE INTERNATIONAL 7A 
SHALL BE THE HUMAN RACE!'

Speaking o f  h i s  i n t e n t i o n s  in w r i t i n g  The Shadow B e fo re , R o l l in s  dec la red

in The New Masses t h a t  he and h i s  f e l lo w  p r o l e t a r i a n  w r i t e r s  "wrote
75simply to  express  r e a c t i o n s  to  sense  t h a t  a f f e c t e d  us p ro fo u n d ly ."

One cannot  deny t h a t  R o l l i n s '  view o f  th e  s t r i k e  r e v e a l s  a deeply  f e l t  

sympathy and compassion f o r  the  workers '  c ause .  But th e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  

h i s  t r e a tm e n t  o f  th e  s t r i k e  reach  f a r  beyond a s imple "profound r e a c t i o n , "
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His t r a n s fo rm a t io n  o f  th e  s t r i k e  in to  an i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c a l l  f o r  

s o l i d a r i t y  suggested  h is  d i d a c t i c  concern in h is  novel .  He was not  

an a r t i s t  t r y i n g  to  ex p la in  h is  f e e l i n g s ;  he was a P a r ty  l o y a l i s t  t r y i n g  

to  express  h i s  b e l i e f  in th e  need f o r  c l a s s  r e v o l t .  R o l l in s  admit ted  

th e  e s s e n t i a l l y  p o l i t i c a l  n a tu re  o f  h is  w r i t i n g  when he exp la ined  t h a t  

p r o l e t a r i a n  au tho rs  l i k e  h im se l f  "look forward to  a c l a s s l e s s  s o c i e t y ;  

and we w r i t e  o f  a l l  c l a s s e s  from t h a t  a n g le , "

Although R o l l in s  r e t a i n e d  th e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  optimism which was 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  p r o l e t a r i a n  f i c t i o n ,  he broke with  many o f  th e  t e c h 

niques  used by p r o l e t a r i a n  w r i t e r s .  Myra Page c r e a te d  a world o f  p o la r  

o p p o s i t e s ;  she wrote o f  ev i l  bosses  and courageous w orkers ,  o f  a p e t ty  

r u l i n g  c l a s s  and a v i r t u o u s  group o f  r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s ,  R o l l i n s ’ world 

was f a r  l e s s  c l e a r  c u t  than P a g e ' s .  His workers  were not  always brave 

nor were they  merely ig n o ra n t  so u ls  w a i t in g  f o r  a Communist s av io u r .

His bosses  were f lawed ,  but  they were not i n h e r e n t ly  ev i l  c h a r a c t e r s .  

Responding to  the  c r i t i c i s m  t h a t  p r o l e t a r i a n  f i c t i o n  was too b lack  and 

w h i te ,  R o l l in s  wrote  o f  h i s  n o v e l ,  "Of fo u r  im por tan t  s t r i k e r s ,  th e  

o rg a n iz e r  was a n e u r o t i c  ( to  a l e s s e r  d e g r e e ) ,  t h e  g i r l  be t rayed  a man

to  s le e p  with  a scab ,  a t h i r d  was a d ipsomaniac ,  and the  fo u r th  a 
77homosexual." R o l l i n s ’ workers were f a r  from the  i d e a l ,  downtrodden

people who a re  found in the  pages o f  Gather ing Storm. R o l l in s  b e l iev ed

t h a t  th e  in d iv id u a l  should not  be p o r t ray ed  as t h e  s in g l e  cause o f  the

problems o f  th e  Depress ion,  He had a l a r g e r  v i l l a i n  in mind. In

d e f in in g  h is  th eo ry  o f  p r o l e t a r i a n  f i c t i o n ,  he wrote:

I b e l i e v e  th e  worse you make th e  boss p e r s o n a l l y ,  th e  more i t  
removed th e  onus from the  system and seems to  put i t  on a p e c u l i a r  
i n d i v i d u a l ;  whi le  make him a good fe l lo w  and then i f  th in g s  a re  
s t i l l  w e t ,  t h e  r e a d e r  must look e lsewhere  f o r  th e  cause ,  . ,
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When Rol l ins  spoke of  "looking elsewhere f o r  the  cau se ,"  he spoke of  

examining the  foundat ions  o f  the  c a p i t a l i s t  system, R o l l in s  was much 

more s u b t l e  than Page in h is  ques t ion ing  o f  American p o l i t i c a l  and 

economic i n s t i t u t i o n s ;  however, h is  p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  the  problem was 

eq ua l ly  r e v o lu t io n a r y .  I f ,  Ro l l ins  argued,  the  people who were involved 

in th e  s t r i k e  were n e i t h e r  wholly ev i l  nor good, then t h e i r  predicament 

stemmed from a deeper  ro o t  than human im perfec t ion .  Ro l l in s  concluded 

t h a t  the  very n a tu re  o f  the  c a p i t a l i s t  system was a t  the  h e a r t  o f  the  

c o n f l i c t  o f  the  s t r i k e .  And i t  was t h i s  system which Rol l ins  i m p l i c i t l y  

forced  h is  reade r  to  unders tand ,  t h a t  had to  be d es t royed .  Ro l l ins  was 

not as o v e r t  as the  bomb-throwing r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s  who c r i e d  f o r  c l a s s  

war dur ing the  Depress ion,  but  h is  message was equa l ly  p o ten t .  A c l a s s 

l e s s  s o c ie ty  where th e  p re ssu re s  o f  c a p i t a l i s t  com pet i t ion  did not  

e x i s t  was R o l l i n s '  c l e a r  s o lu t io n  to  th e  problems embodied in the  s t r i k e .

Ro l l in s  was r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  the  wave o f  Marxis t  w r i t e r s  in the 

t h i r t i e s ,  Walter Rideout has observed t h a t  a l though not  a l l  o f  the

p r o l e t a r i a n  w r i t e r s  were Communist Par ty  members, they were "within the  
79Marxian o r b i t , "  The t r u l y  p r o l e t a r i a n  w r i t e r s  were sympathetic  with

80Par ty  concerns and w i l l i n g  to  preach Par ty  l i n e  in t h e i r  works. For

w r i t e r s  such as R o l l i n s ,  a r t  was i n e x t r i c a b ly  l inked  to  p o l i t i c a l  change;

i t  was a weapon which could be sublimely used to  f u r t h e r  the  cause o f  a

c l a s s l e s s  s o c i e ty .  Although Rol l ins  admit ted t h a t  h is  background was

"complete ly m i d d l e - c l a s s , "  he was determined to  i n t e r p r e t  the  problems
81of  the  worker in the  r e v o lu t io n a r y  terms of  the  P a r ty ,  R e f lec t in g  the

optimism which was so much a p a r t  o f  the  p r o l e t a r i a n  movement, Rol l ins

concluded t h a t  e v e n tu a l ly  a work ing-c lass  w r i t e r  would appear  who would
82be "b es t  f i t t e d  to  express  the  t im e s . "  The worker was the  t r u e  a r t i s t
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and th e  t r u e s t  a r t  had to  be concerned with the  worker.  And u n t i l  the  

time came when th e  worker and the  a r t i s t  could l i v e  t o g e th e r  in a s o c ie ty  

w ithout  c l a s s  d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  Ro l l in s  be l ieved  t h a t  he would have to  con

t i n u e  w r i t i n g  about the  w orker !s p l i g h t ;  f o r  t h a t  was th e  most compelling 

a r t i s t i c  and p o l i t i c a l  i s s u e  o f  th e  t ime.

IV

"We’re  going to  have a union a l l  over the  South,
Where we can wear good c lo th e s  and l i v e  in a b e t t e r  house.
Now we must s tand  to g e th e r  and to the  boss r ep ly  
We'll  never ,  no, we’l l  never  l e t  our  l e a d e r  d i e . "

(E l la  May Wiggins, Gastonia  B a l la d e e r ,  1929)

The marriage of  a r t  and r e v o lu t io n a ry  p o l i t i c s ,  d e s p i t e  the

o p t i m i s t i c  urging of  p r o l e t a r i a n  n o v e l i s t s  and c r i t i c s ,  was not  always

smooth. W ri te rs  who had developed in the a p o l i t i c a l  c l im a te  o f  the

tw en t ie s  o f te n  had t r o u b le  a d ju s t i n g  to  the  p r o l e t a r i a n  movement o f  the

t h i r t i e s .  The s t r u g g l e  between p o l i t i c a l  dogma and a r t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d

the  novels  o f  F ie ld ing  Burke and Grace Lumpkin. The ir  l i v e s  r e f l e c t e d

the  in h e re n t  ten s io n s  one f in d s  in t h e i r  works on Gastonia .  Burke was
84born in Kentucky, the  daughter  o f  two school t e a c h e r s .  She a t tended

c o l l e g e  a t  R a d c l i f f e  and l a t e r  moved to  New York City where she began

a c a r e e r  as a promising southern  poe t .  By the  m id - tw en t ie s ,  Burke 's

r a d ic a l  consciousness  was develop ing .  She was reading The Daily Worker
85and hungering f o r  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n .  In 1925, she publ ished  Highland 

Annals under the  pseudonym o f  F ie ld in g  Burke. This c o l l e c t i o n  o f  sh o r t  

s t o r i e s  about th e  mountain people o f  North Carolina r ep re se n ted  a break 

from th e  genteel  poetry  t h a t  she had been w r i t i n g .  Burke’s t a l e s  

d e t a i l e d  the  in t r u s io n  o f  th e  m i l l s  on a simple and courageous way o f
oc

l i f e  which she va lued .  When Gastonia  exploded in 1929, Burke went
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87t h e r e  to  i n v e s t i g a t e  and was deeply moved by what she saw. Cal1 Home 

the  Heart  evolved out  o f  her  exper iences  and o b se rv a t io n s  o f  Gas tonia .  

Through th e  t h i r t i e s ,  she publ ished ano the r  rad ica l  novel ,  A Stone Came 

Rol1ing (1935) and aided the  Par ty  when she cou ld ,  using her North 

Carolina mountain cabin as a r e t r e a t  and as a temporary t r a i n i n g
oo

school.  By the  1950s, however, Burke 's  p o l i t i c a l  co nv ic t ions  had

waned and she r e tu rn ed  to  w r i t in g  poet ry  and loca l  c o lo r  s k e tc h es ,
89leav ing  the  b a t t l e  f o r  r e v o lu t io n  to  a younger g e n e ra t io n .

Grace Lumpkin's w r i t in g  c a r e e r  f l u c t u a t e d  much as F ie ld ing  Burke 's

d id .  She grew up in Georgia and l a t e r  went to  Columbia U n iv e rs i ty  where

she s tu d ied  jo u rn a l i sm  and began to  fo rge  a c a r e e r  as a s h o r t  s to ry

w r i t e r .  I t  was in New York in the  l a t e  tw en t ie s  t h a t  she began to  l e a rn

about the  Communist P a r ty ,  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  in th e  Sacco and Vanzett i

Defense Committee and w r i t in g  fo r  The New Masses. In 1929 she made her

way to  Gastonia where she took notes  f o r  her  1932 novel To Make My Bread.

The t h i r t i e s  w i tnessed  the  r i s e  and f a l l  o f  Lumpkin's r e l a t i o n s h i p  with

l i t e r a r y  Communism. In 1935, she publ ished  ano the r  rad ic a l  nove l ,  A

Sign f o r  Cain , and followed t h a t  work with The Wedding in 1939, a novel

void o f  r a d ic a l  s en t im en ts .  By th e  1940s, Lumpkin had severed a l l

a s s o c i a t i o n s  and sympathies with the  P a r ty .  She t e s t i f i e d  in 1953 to

the  Senate Permanent I n v e s t i g a t i n g  Sub-Committee t h a t  she had been fo rced
90by Marxist  rev iewers  to  w r i te  Communist propaganda. Her 1962 nove l ,  

Full C i r c l e , embodied the  changes in her  l i f e ;  i t  spoke o f  her  r e j e c t i o n  

o f  Communism and her  r e tu rn  t o  the  r e l i g i o n  of  her  a n c e s t o r s - -  

C h r i s t i a n i t y .

The l i v e s  o f  Burke and Lumpkin s tand  out  in marked c o n t r a s t  to 

those  o f  th e  o th e r  Gastonia  n o v e l i s t s .  Vorse and Anderson's  concern
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with the  worker and lab o r  endured throughout  t h e i r  l i v e s .  Page and 

Rol l ins  would never  r e c a n t  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  b e l i e f s ,  and t h e i r  con

v i c t i o n s  endured from th e  r a d ic a l  heyday o f  the  t h i r t i e s  to  th e  r a d ica l  

w i tch-hunts  of  the  f i f t i e s .  However, Burke and Lumpkin were never 

sure  about th e  p lace  o f  t h e i r  newly-found and undeveloped p o l i t i c s  in 

t h e i r  l i t e r a t u r e .  They were confused a r t i s t s  in a confusing  and 

v o l a t i l e  t ime.  I t  i s  with t h i s  p e r sp ec t iv e  t h a t  we must examine t h e i r  

r e s p e c t iv e  t r e a tm en ts  o f  Gastonia .

The c r i t i c a l  response  to  Call Home the Heart  i s  r e v e a l in g  in terms

of  d e f in in g  the  c o n f l i c t s  which Burke confron ted  in the  w r i t i n g  process .
91The New Masses c a l l e d  th e  work "confused,  s t r u g g l i n g ,  h a l f  consc ious ."

Burke was "from th e  p e t ty  bo u rg eo ise , "  she was "a f r i e n d  of  the  working
92c l a s s  but . . . s t i l l  not wholly o f  i t . "  V. J .  Jerome of  The New

Masses, with th e  c r i t i c a l  mind o f  the  r e v o l u t i o n a r y ,  a t t a c k e d  Burke f o r
93her lack  of  m i l i t a n c y ;  her  pen had not  been " turned in to  a sword."

Elmer Davis,  w r i t i n g  f o r  the  c o n se rv a t iv e  Saturday Review of  L i t e r a t u r e ,

had an e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  view of  the  novel .  Rather than seeing the

work as not  m i l i t a n t  enough, he a t t ack ed  Burke 's  novel as p a r t  of  the

"Red P e r i l "  o f  l i t e r a r y  communism which was becoming in c r e a s in g ly  more
94i n f l u e n t i a l  to  young w r i t e r s .  Transcending o v e r t l y  p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r 

p r e t a t i o n s  of  Call Home the  H e a r t , Robert Cantwell ,  a c r i t i c  and 

n o v e l i s t  who was co n f ro n t in g  many of  th e  same q u es t io n s  as Burke, cap

tu red  th e  e s s e n t i a l  c o n f l i c t  of  the  novel.  He desc r ibed  the  work as

. . .  an e x c e l l e n t  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of  th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  which con
f r o n t  a n o v e l i s t  a t tem pt ing  to  make h is  p o l i t i c a l  and soc ia l  
co n v ic t io n s  e x p l i c i t  r a t h e r  than i m p l i c i t  in h is  w r i t i n g .  The 
problem i t  r a i s e s ,  o r  some v a r i a t i o n  o f  i t ,  i s  a major l i t e r a r y  
problem o f  th e  moment, , , , Many w r i t e r s  who accep t  the  need 
f o r  a r e v o lu t io n a r y  c o r r e c t i o n  o f  soc ia l  e v i l s  a re  s t i l l  unce r 
t a i n ,  o r  perhaps completely  b a f f l e d ,  as to  how t h i s  b e l i e f  can



39

be expressed  d r a m a t i c a l ly  in terms o f  a c t i o n ,  w i th o u t  th e  l o s s  o f  
c e r t a i n  q u a l i t i e s  they  b e l i e v e  good w r i t i n g  should  p o s se s s .

How does one o v e r t l y  r e l a y  a r e v o l u t i o n a r y  message and s t i l l  w r i t e  an

a e s t h e t i c a l l y  sound novel? That was th e  q u es t io n  which haunted Burke

as she s a t  down to  w r i t e  her  f i r s t  nove l .  Her Call Home th e  Hear t
96spoke with  scorn  about  novels  t h a t  "only t a l k  about  l i f e . "  She was 

dete rmined to  do more than  t a l k ,

Burke 's  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  beginnings  o f  t h e  s t r i k e  r e v e a led  her  

fu s io n  o f  dogma and a r t .  Her workers a re  indeed eager  f o r  some s o r t  o f  

change; they  s u f f e r  under p o v e r ty ,  over-work ,  and d i s e a s e .  They a re  

f i n e  mountain people who have been broken by th e  m i l l .  And y e t  i t  i s  

on ly  when th e  spark  o f  Communism comes t h a t  th e  workers begin to  

u n i t e .  A Communist l e a d e r  i d e n t i f i e s  th e  "monsters"  t h a t  th e  down

trodden workers  have been unable to  i d e n t i f y :

You w i l l  know t h a t  honor,  t h a t  compassion,  t h a t  wisdom, a re  not  
denied a man because he i s  a communist.  Who has a g r e a t e r  c la im 
to  honor than  one who l ead s  a f i g h t  a g a i n s t  a system t h a t  i s  
making honor among men more im poss ib le  with every day t h a t  i t  
t o t t e r s  on i t s  r o t t e n  base? Who can have g r e a t e r  p i t y  than  one 
who would lead  men f o r e v e r  out  o f  the  need o f  p i t y ?  Who i s  more 
wise than  th e  man who knows when a change in th e  world i s  due and 
s e t s  f o r t h  to  make t h a t  change be fo re  de lay  has wrecked m a n k i n d ? ^

Burke’s Communist speeches  i n d i c a t e d  her  s t r u g g l e  between two wor lds .

The t r a n s i t i o n  from her  s to r y  o f  mountain people and t h e i r  problems,

which comprises  well over  h a l f  o f  th e  n ove l ,  to  t h e i r  r a d i c a l  awakening

is  a b r u p t .  I t  seems as i f  Burke r e a l i z e d  half -way in to  her  work t h a t

t h e  P a r ty  l i n e  had never  been c l e a r l y  a r t i c u l a t e d .  The Communists a r e

q u ick ly  in t ro d u ce d  and commence to  r e c i t e  dogma from th e  o u t s e t  o f  the

s t r i k e .  This view o f  th e  beginnings  o f  th e  s t r i k e  b e l i e s  th e  f a c t  t h a t

Fred Beal< made a consc ious  e f f o r t  to  exclude formal dogma from h is

i n i t i a l  o rg a n iz a t io n  e f f o r t s .  He r e a l i z e d  t h a t  th e  workers  were ready
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f o r  unionism, but t h a t  they were not  n e c e s s a r i l y  prepared  to  hear  t a l k

of  c l a s s  r e v o l t .  However, Burke 's  Communist r h e t o r i c  was not  a l t o g e t h e r

e a r t h - s h a t t e r i n g .  Her l e a d e r s  speak in terms o f  the  old va lues  of

"honor" and "compassion" and "wisdom," The ir  r e v o lu t io n a ry  dogma i s

tempered by a b e l i e f  t h a t  Communism w i l l  al low workers to  r e tu rn  to  a

world where the  v e r i t i e s  o f  p i t y ,  p r id e ,  and honor s t i l l  had meaning.

Burke 's  r h e t o r i c  was a cu r ious  blend o f  r a d ic a l  ideology and t r a d i t i o n a l

m o ra l i ty .  As Elmer Davis s a t i r i c a l l y  commented, Burke could not  " r i d

h e r s e l f  a l t o g e t h e r  o f  an un regenera te  weakness f o r  bourgeois  s tanda rds
98of  beauty and p ro p o r t io n - -ev en  f o r  bourgeois  v i r t u e s . "

Although Burke s t r e s s e d  the  Communist in f lu en c e  on the  s t r i k e ,  she 

devoted the  m a jo r i ty  o f  th e  novel to  the  w orker ' s  response and r o l e  in 

the  walk-ou t .  Ishma Waycaster,  the  p ro ta g o n i s t  in the  nove l ,  was por

t rayed  as an o rg a n ize r  whose e f f o r t s  a re  c r u c i a l  to  th e  success  o f  the  

s t r i k e .  Ishma has l e f t  the  conf ines  o f  the  mountains and her  husband 

to see th e  world o f  the  m i l l .  She has been in s p i r e d  by a loca l  Marxist  

doc tor  to  f i g h t  f o r  the  cause o f  r e v o lu t io n  and the  workers.  And y e t  

even as she r e a l i z e s  t h a t  she must f i g h t  f o r  " the c l a s s  o f  burden 

b e a r e r s , "  she harkens back to  her  husband and l i f e  in the  mountains.

Yes, men would f in d  t h e i r  freedom, but how they would have to 
s t r u g g l e  f o r  i t !  She c o u l d n ' t  keep her  thoughts  from d r i f t i n g  
back to th e  mountains and t h e i r  unques t ion ing  slumber. Back 
t h e r e ,  'm a s s -p ro d u c t io n 1 and 'mass-consumption! would f a l l  
l i k e  words from a fo re ig n  tongue.  Imagine B r i t t  as 'mass
c o n s c io u s ' !  Her B r i t t .  9

Ishma's dilemma was, in many ways, s i m i l a r  to  Burke 's  dilemma. She

did not  know whether her  t r u e  a l l e g i a n c e s  lay  with the  mountains and

i t s  c u l t u r e  or  th e  cause o f  r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c a l  change, Ishma's  i n i t i a l

involvement with  th e  s t r i k e  i s  t e n t a t i v e ;  she i s  not  a ready conver t
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to  Marxism, but an unsure worker caught  between th e  t r a d i t i o n s  o f  her 

mountain h e r i t a g e  and the  p o l i t i c a l  u n re s t  o f  the  e a r ly  Depression.

In t h i s  s en se ,  Burke cap tu red  the  ambivalence which c h a r a c t e r i z e d  

w o rk e rs1 a t t i t u d e s  in the  beginnings o f  the  walk-out  a t  Gastonia .  I t  

proved very d i f f i c u l t  f o r  workers who had p rev io u s ly  l i t t l e  c o n ta c t  

with unions and th e  problems o f  i n d u s t r i a l  e x i s t e n c e  to  devote them

se lv e s  suddenly to  a s t r i k e .  Burke wanted Ishma to  be an a rden t  

r a d i c a l ,  an embodiment o f  the  growing r e v o lu t io n a r y  s p i r i t  in the 

country .  However, she appears  as a perplexed worker ,  to rn  between two 

worlds .  Commenting on th e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  Ishma a f t e r  her  manuscript  had 

been accepted by a c o n se rv a t iv e  p u b l i s h e r ,  Burke admit ted  t h a t  her  

p r o ta g o n is t  was " l e s s  ' s u b v e r s iv e '  than she had in tended .

I f  Ishma was not  as r a d ic a l  as Burke would have l i k e d ,  she was 

important  in ano ther  sense .  In her  d ep ic t io n  o f  the  beg innings  o f  the  

s t r i k e ,  Burke emphasized Ishma's  work as an o r g a n i z e r ,  ins trumenta l  in 

b r ing ing  the  mil lworkers  t o g e th e r .

Weary days ,  and n ig h t s  of  too b r i e f  s l e e p ,  l e f t  her  joy  untouched. 
She was upheld by the  supreme e c s t a s y ,  the  consc iousness  of  
t ransmut ing  d a i l y  l i f e  in to  an i d e a l .  She was p a r t  o f  the  
c r e a t i v e  g e s tu r e ,  b u i ld in g  a b r i g h t e r  world; a world so near  
t h a t  she could s t r e t c h  her  hands over  th e  border  and fee l  them 
t i n g l i n g  with i t s  sun.

By p o r t r a y in g  a woman as i n t e g r a l  to  the  success  of  th e  s t r i k e ,  Burke

cap tured  the  h i s t o r i c a l  dynamics of  Gastonia .  The work fo rc e  in the

t e x t i l e  i n d u s t ry  was l a r g e l y  composed o f  women, and the  success  o f

walk-outs  in t e x t i l e  m i l l s  depended on female p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  At the

Loray M i l l ,  Lis ton Pope observed t h a t  almost  h a l f  o f  th e  workers

involved in the  s t r i k e  were women and c h i ld re n  and th e  women were

"repor ted  to  have been th e  most outspoken and determined o f  the
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s t r i k e  not  only  as an i n s p i r a t i o n a l  s o n g w r i t e r ,  bu t  a l s o  as an

im por tan t  o r g a n i z e r ,  Bertha Hendrix ,  a mi 11worker who was involved in

th e  s t r i k e ,  cap tu red  the  sense  o f  growing awareness on th e  p a r t  o f

female workers .  "We a l l  went home t h a t  n i g h t , "  Hendrix remembered,

" f e e l in g  t h a t  a t  l a s t  we were going to  do something t h a t  would make
103th in g s  b e t t e r  f o r  us w orkers ."  Burke cap tu red  in her  c h a r a c t e r i z a 

t i o n  o f  Ishma th e  growing consc iousness  and optimism which women were 

beginning  to  d i s c o v e r  in t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in th e  t e x t i l e  s t r i k e s .

Ishma’s dual r o l e  as union o r g a n iz e r  and d i sp la c e d  woman y ea rn ing  

f o r  t h e  s i m p l i c i t y  o f  l i f e  in th e  mountains h i n t s  a t  t h e  p rob lem a t ic  

n a tu r e  o f  Burke 's  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  Gastonia .  Her view o f  Gastonia  

combined confused Marxis t  dogma with  a compassionate d e p ic t i o n  o f  t e x 

t i l e  workers  and t h e i r  problems. However, th e  Communist ideology which 

ran th roughou t  th e  work was n e i t h e r  as compel l ing nor as informed as 

th e  ideo logy  one f in d s  in Gather ing  Storm o r  The Shadow B e fo re . Burke'  

work, d e s p i t e  her  r a d i c a l  w ish es ,  d id  not  s tand  ou t  as a r e v o lu t io n a r y  

t r a c t .  Ra ther ,  i t  was a novel which was c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by a f e e l i n g  and 

un d ers tand ing  o f  workers and t h e i r  confused r e a c t i o n s  to  th e  v o l a t i l e  

even ts  a t  G as ton ia ,  This i s  e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  o f  her  women c h a r a c t e r s .

Sy lv ia  J .  Cooke has commented on th e  " p a t t e r n  o f  f e m in i s t  th in k in g "
104which i s  fundamental to  Call Home th e  H e a r t . In her  p o r t r a y a l  o f  

th e  independent  and perp lexed  Ishma, Burke was much more convincing  as 

a s u p p o r te r  of  women's r i g h t s  than  as a p a r ty  ideo logue .  I t  i s  not  

s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  j u s t  as  her  c h a r a c t e r  Ishma would r e t u r n  to  th e  

mountains f o r  s u s te n an ce ,  so would Burke. To th e  mountain peop le ,

Burke gave her  primary a l l e g i a n c e .  Her r e l a t i o n s h i p  with  Marxis t
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p o l i t i c s  was but  a phase in her  l i f e l o n g  concern with  sou thern  working 

women.

Grace Lumpkin's involvement with l i t e r a r y  Communism was much more 

d ramatic  than F ie ld in g  Burke’s .  She immersed h e r s e l f  in r a d i c a l  

c i r c l e s  from th e  l a t e  tw e n t i e s  to  th e  end o f  th e  Depression only to

break com ple te ly  w i th  the  Par ty  in th e  1940s and disavow a l l  o f  her

t i e s  with Marxism. In To Make My Bread , one sees  th e  t e n s io n  t h a t  was 

to  c h a r a c t e r i z e  Lumpkin's stormy r e l a t i o n s h i p  with the  P a r ty .  The novel 

was a t  once an e x p lo r a t io n  o f  th e  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  of  t h e  Piedmont and 

a c a l l  f o r  so c ia l  upheaval .  Although Lumpkin's work won th e  Maxim Gorky 

award f o r  b e s t  l a b o r  novel o f  th e  y e a r ,  i t  was not th e  f u l l - f l e d g e d  

r a d i c a l  e f f o r t  which Marxis t  c r i t i c s  and w r i t e r s  were c a l l i n g  f o r  in  th e  

t h i r t i e s .  Like F ie ld in g  Burke, Lumpkin was t o r n  between her  newly found 

p o l i t i c a l  ideology and her  b e l i e f  in w r i t i n g  an a e s t h e t i c a l l y  sound 

novel .  Lumpkin's t r e a tm e n t  o f  t h e  s t r i k e  a t  Gastonia  r e v e a l s  th e  p rob

lems o f  a w r i t e r  in t r a n s i t i o n ,  a t t em p t in g  to  break from her  o ld  va lues

as she s t r u g g l e d  with  v o ic in g  th e  P a r ty  Line .

The t r a n s i t i o n  to  Marxis t  dogma was as ab ru p t  in LumpkinJs l i f e  as 

i t  was in her  nove l .  Her involvement with th e  P ar ty  began in th e  l a t e  

tw e n t ie s  and she q u ic k ly  became a devoted f e l lo w  t r a v e l l e r .  The Par ty  

gave her  a new d i r e c t i o n ,  a l i f e  f r e e  o f  t h e  c o n f l i c t s  and q u e s t io n s  

t h a t  an u n c e r t a in  young w r i t e r  in New York would have to  c o n f ro n t .  She 

l a t e r  ex p la in ed  th e  c a t h a r t i c  e f f e c t  o f  her  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with Communism:

At f i r s t  I f e l t  f r e e  o f  o ld  burdens.  No more God. No more s in  
t h a t  b r in g s  g u i l t  and shame. P a t r i o t i s m  was outmoded. I became 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l .  Follow th e  Par ty  Line and you a re  s a fe  and 
s e c u re .  No need to  f e e l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  my ne ighbor .  From 
b i r t h  to  dea th  th e  S t a t e  would c a r e  f o r  my ne ighbor .  Forget  th e  
o ld  m o r a l i t i e s ,  There i s  a new m o r a l i t y ,  a r e v o lu t i o n a r y  
m o r a l i t y ,  I was f r e e . >05



Lumpkin's view o f  Communism h in ted  a t  the  reasons  f o r  her  break from 

the  compassionate novel o f  d i sp lace d  mountain people to  the  r e v o lu 

t i o n a ry  dogma which appears  a t  the  end of  her  work. She f e l t  t h a t  the  

l a r g e l y  a p o l i t i c a l  concerns o f  a tw en t ie s  w r i t e r  were i n s i g n i f i c a n t  

in comparison to  th e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  cause of  c l a s s  r e v o l t .  In the  

l a s t  s e c t io n  o f  th e  nove l ,  those  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  concerns take  over  the  

l i v e s  o f  her  c h a r a c t e r s .  They change from d e sp e ra te  workers search ing  

f o r  a decent  l i f e  to  r a d i c a l s  who want nothing l e s s  than a t r a n s 

formation of  th e  system under  which they l a b o r .

The beginnings  of  th e  s t r i k e  in To Make My Bread marked th e  abrup t  

change in the  novel from a s to r y  about the  t r a g i c  l i v e s  o f  d esp e ra te  

mountain people who have gone to  the  mil l  to  a s to r y  about  the  r i s e  

of  the  p r o l e t a r i a t .  In th e  f i r s t  t h r e e - f o u r t h s  o f  her  book, Lumpkin 

documented the  l i v e s  o f  a mountain family s t r u g g l in g  to  s u rv iv e .  She 

knew th e se  people w e l l ,  having t r a v e l l e d  to  the  h i l l s  and to  the  m i l l s  

throughout  the  Piedmont.  MI have l iv e d  th e r e  and know the  types  o f  

people who a re  my c h a r a c t e r s , "  she exp la ined  to  a p r o f e s s o r ,  "although

I did not  take  my c h a r a c t e r  s t r a i g h t  from l i f e ;  but  made composite
106p i c t u r e s  from people I knew." However, as th e  s t r i k e  deve lops ,  the

c h a r a c t e r s  begin to  come to  the  " r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  was only one

way out  f o r  t h e m . J o h n  S tevens ,  the  r a d ica l  ideologue in th e  novel

e x p la in s  the  only way out  f o r  th e  d ispossessed  workers;

'And the  r i c h  w i l l  never  give i t  to  us.  We must take  i t  f o r  
o u r s e lv e s .  You unders tand  t h a t ?  Take i t  f o r  o u r s e lv e s .  They 
c o u l d n ' t  give i t  to  us i f  they wanted t o ,  even i f  they  had 
t h a t  k indess  your p reacher  once spoke about ;  f o r  they have raade 
something t h a t  i s  b igger  than they a r e ,  b igger  and s t r o n g e r . 1' ^

Like the  c h a r a c t e r s l i n  Call Home the  H e a r t , the  c h a r a c t e r s  in Lumpkin's

work need th e  promptings o f  an exper ienced r a d ic a l  befo re  they can
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s t a r t  t h e i r  c l a s s  r e v o l t .  Lumpkin’s workers a re  unsure  o f  t h e i r  a b i l i t y

to  make changes in t h e i r  way o f  l i f e .  They ask S tev en s ,  "Can i t  be

done?" He r e p l i e s ,  with th e  optimism o f  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y ,  " I t  has been
109done . . , though i t  i s n ' t  y e t  f i n i s h e d . "  Through S tev en s ,  Lumpkin

demanded t h a t  the  b a s i s  o f  th e  c a p i t a l i s t  system must be d es t ro y ed  be fo re

th e  w orkers '  l i v e s  w i l l  improve. And i t  i s  with t h i s  ideo logy  o f

s o l i d a r i t y  and r e v o lu t io n  t h a t  t h e  s t r i k e  beg ins .

Although Lumpkin u l t i m a t e l y  changed th e  d i r e c t i o n  and ideology o f

her  work, Marxis t  c r i t i c s  s t i l l  remained d i s s a t i s f i e d  with  th e  dichotomy

o f  To Make My Bread . Lumpkin had done her  b es t  to  shed he r  e x i s t i n g

va lues  and come ou t  as  a r e v o l u t i o n a r y .  But r a d i c a l  c r i t i c s  n o n e th e le s s

f a u l t e d  her  f o r  w r i t i n g  too much from her  o ld  p e r s p e c t i v e .  As A. B.

Magil o f  The New Masses argued ,

a fundamental d e f e c t  [ o f  th e  book was t h a t ]  . . . t h e  au th o r  has 
w r i t t e n  f o r  th e  most p a r t  not  from her  p r e s e n t  p o in t  o f  view as 
a r e v o l u t i o n i s t ,  bu t  from th e  p o in t  o f  view o f  th e  backward 
workers  she i s  d e s c r ib in g

In o t h e r  words,  Lumpkin did not  d i s t a n c e  h e r s e l f  from th e  people  about

whom she w ro te .  A n a t iv e  s o u th e rn e r  who had a l o n g -s ta n d in g  concern f o r

th e  t e x t i l e  w orkers ,  she could no t  help  but t e l l  t h e i r  s t o r y  in t h e i r

te rms .  To demand Lumpkin to  s u b ju g a te  complete ly  th e  workers '  s to r y

was asking  too much. She d id  not  see th e  workers o f  th e  South in such

condescendingly  s imple te rm s .  Even i f  her  primary goal was to  f u r t h e r

th e  cause o f  c l a s s  r e v o l t ,  Lumpkin r e a l i z e d  t h a t  th e  exp e r ien ces  o f

her  c h a r a c t e r s  were fundamental to  her  work. She would never  become

so immersed in  th e  Pa r ty  t h a t  she could deny th e  w o rk e r ' s  p o in t  o f  view.

In her  d e p ic t i o n  o f  t h e  beg inn ings  o f  th e  s t r i k e ,  we can see  how

Lumpkin a s s i m i l a t e d  her  s to r y  o f  th e  d i sp la c e d  workers i n t o  her  l a r g e r
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r e v o lu t io n a ry  message. Although th e  Communist f ig u r e  John Stevens 

p l a n t s  the  seeds o f  d i s s e n t  in to  th e  minds o f  th e  workers ,  i t  i s  the  

workers themselves who take  th e  f i r s t  s t e p s  toward a t t a c k in g  the  system. 

Lumpkin desc r ibed  the  r e v o lu t io n a ry  s p i r i t  o f  the  mi 11 hands as they 

walk o u t :

In the  s h o r t  t ime they had s tood to g e t h e r  they had f e l t  something. 
They had f e l t  a sense o f  s tand ing  up f o r  each o th e r .  For so long 
each had been a lone with h is  family  s t r i v i n g  a f t e r  enough food to  
keep from s t a r v i n g ,  and enough c lo th e s  to  keep from going naked.
And they  had been alone in t h a t  f i g h t .  Now they were going to  
s tand  t o g e t h e r ,  s id e  by s i d e ,  and th e r e  came to  them the  f e e l i n g  
o f  s t r e n g t h .

In the  s t r i k e ,  th e  t r a n s fo rm a t io n  o f  th e  r i s i n g  p r o l e t a r i a t  becomes com

p l e t e .  The workers r e a l i z e  t h a t  when they  s tand  t o g e t h e r ,  they  gain a 

s t r e n g th  and conf idence  which al lows them to  b a t t l e  with the  h ie ra rc h y  

o f  th e  m i l l .  John, the  boy who i s  born a t  the  beginning of  th e  novel 

in to  th e  hope lessness  o f  mountain l i f e ,  t ak es  h is  p lace  as a l e a d e r  of  

th e  s t r i k e .  His s i s t e r ,  Bonnie, becomes th e  f a c s im i l e  o f  E l la  May 

Wiggins. Lumpkin placed the  workers a t  the  c e n t e r  o f  the  s t r i k e ,  

emphasizing t h e i r  r e a c t i o n s  to  the  walk-out  r a t h e r  than n a r r a t i n g  the  

s t r i k e  from the  p e r sp e c t iv e  o f  th e  Communist o rg a n iz e r s .

As Lumpkin’s workers became more involved in the  s t r i k e ,  they began 

to  address  th e  l a r g e r  i s s u e s .  From h is  c o n ta c t  with th e  r a d ica l  

o rg an iz e r s  o f  th e  s t r i k e ,  John became aware o f  the  im p l ic a t io n s  of  

winning th e  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  th e  tyranny o f  th e  m i l l .  He sees  th e  s t r i k e  

as the  beg innings  o f  the  c l a s s  s t r u g g l e  which began in Russia before  

the  war. When the  mil l  p reacher  warns John o f  the  f u t i l i t y  o f  the

s t r i k e ,  th e  young o rg a n iz e r  responds ,  "But I know a p lace  where the  r i c h
112were even s t r o n g e r ,  and th e  poor got the  b e s t  o f  the  f i g h t . "  His 

i n d o c t r i n a t i o n  in to  th e  p o l i t i c s  o f  the  s t r i k e  fo rces  John to  see the
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even t  in r e v o l u t i o n a r y  te rms .  The s t r i k e  becomes f a r  more than a b a t t l e

f o r  b e t t e r  l i v i n g  c o n d i t i o n s ;  i t  becomes a s te p  in th e  world-wide e f f o r t

to  f r e e  America from the  bondage o f  c a p i t a l i s m .  Bonnie a l so  awakens to

the  u n iv e r sa l  i s s u e s  i m p l i c i t  in th e  s t r i k e .  As th e  walk-out  deve lops ,

she r e a l i z e s  t h a t  i t s  success  depends on p a r t i c i p a t i o n  from women and

b lack s .  She a s s e r t s  t h a t  "us women have got  to  f i g h t  ha rd ,  l i k e  the  
113men." She goes on to  speak o f  th e  importance o f  i n t e r r a c i a l

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in th e  s t r i k e :

' I 'm  a - t a l k i n g  about  working to g e t h e r  and f i g h t i n g  to g e t h e r .
The marrying can ta k e  c a r e  o f  i t s e l f .  We a re  a l l  working people 
and I can see w i th o u t  looking  very f a r  t h a t  what Tom Moore says 
i s  t r u e .  That i f  we d o n ' t  work with them, then  th e  owners can 
use them a g a i n s t  us .  Where would we be i f  they  went over  to  
Stumptown and got  them in our  p laces?  I t ' s  p l a in  common sense 
t h a t  we've got  to  work t o g e t h e r . ' ' * 4

Through her  c h a r a c t e r s ,  Lumpkin brought  the  l a r g e r  concerns  o f  th e  P ar ty

in to  her  work. The themes o f  c l a s s  r e v o l t ,  i n t e r r a c i a l  u n i t y ,  and female

involvement a r e  in c o rp o ra te d  in to  the  s t r i k e  in a s u b t l e  manner. The

o v e r t  d id a c t i c i s m  o f  Page and R o l l in s  concerning Par ty  i s s u e s  did not

appeal to  Lumpkin. She was no t  prepared  to  inc lude  p o l i t i c a l  t r a c t s  in to

her  work. She allowed th e  workers to  s t r u g g l e  with  th e  i s s u e s  of

r e v o lu t io n  and r a c e ,  d i s t a n c i n g  h e r s e l f  from th e  n a r r a t i v e  speeches  f o r

c l a s s  r e v o l t  t h a t  one sees  in  Gather ing Storm and The Shadow B e fo re .

Lumpkin's a p p r a i s a l  o f  A Sign f o r  C a in , her  1935 novel with  s i m i l a r

Communist themes, r ev ea led  th e  problems she had with  i n j e c t i n g  too much

dogma in to  her  a r t .  Her r a d i c a l  novels  o f  th e  t h i r t i e s  were w r i t t e n

with "Communist propaganda . . . more im por tan t  than l i t e r a r y  o r  any
115o th e r  s o r t  o f  m e r i t . "  By a l low ing  her  c h a r a c t e r s  to  vo ice  th e  con

cerns  o f  th e  P a r ty ,  Lumpkin m ain ta ined  th e  appearance o f  an a r t i s t  

d e s c r ib in g  th e  growing c l a s s - c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  her  c h a r a c t e r s .
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Lumpkin's b a t t l e  with  a r t  and r a d i c a l  p o l i t i c s  embodied th e  con

f l i c t  t h a t  a l l  o f  th e  Gastonia  n o v e l i s t s  had to  c o n f ro n t .  The t h i r t i e s  

had fo rced  the  n o v e l i s t s  to  break from th e  a p o l i t i c a l  concerns  o f  the  

tw e n t i e s .  But t h e  l i n e  between w r i t i n g  a p o l i t i c a l l y - c o n c e r n e d  novel and 

mere p o l i t i c a l  theo ry  was tenuous .  In her  e a r l y  o u t l i n e s  o f  To Make My

Bread , Lumpkin cons ide red  th e  idea  o f  ending th e  s t r i k e  with th e  workers
11s t a r v i n g  and d e f e a t e d ,  w a i t in g  on b r e a d l in e s  f o r  food and hope. Such 

an ending would have made a compell ing p i c t u r e  o f  th e  Depression worker,  

but  i t  would not  have been a s t ro n g  r e v o lu t io n a r y  s ta t e m e n t .  Lumpkin, 

l i k e  her  f e l lo w  Gastonia  n o v e l i s t s ,  wanted to  sa lvage  some hope from the  

c i rcum stances  o f  th e  s t r i k e .  Another novel o f  a l o s t  and d e fe a ted  gen

e r a t i o n  would sound too much l i k e  th e  mournful l i t e r a r y  works o f  th e  

t w e n t i e s .  An o p t i m i s t i c  p o l i t i c a l  s ta te m en t  o f  the  changing a t t i t u d e s  

of  th e  Depression was c l e a r l y  on Lumpkin's mind as she re-worked her  

novel .  Gastonia  could not  be merely ano the r  c a s u a l t y  in  th e  l i s t  of  

l a b o r  d e f e a t s  o f  th e  t w e n t i e s .  I t  had to  r e p r e s e n t  th e  beginning of  

th e  new c l a s s - c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  a t r o u b l e d  but hopeful decade.

V

I t  i s  no t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  Gastonia  became th e  r a l l y i n g  p o in t  f o r  

a group o f  w r i t e r s  s ea rch in g  to  d e f in e  th e  c o n f l i c t s  o f  a new decade.  

Gastonia  posed in v iv id  terms th e  q u e s t io n s  which w r i t e r s ,  and indeed 

a l l  o f  America, would have to  c o n f ro n t  in th e  Depress ion .  What i s  

th e  r o l e  o f  th e  American worker in s o c ie ty ?  What i s  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

between th e  worker and th e  e n t r e p re n e u r?  What a re  th e  fundamental 

f a u l t s  o f  th e  American economic, p o l i t i c a l ,  and so c ia l  system? What i s  

t h e  r o l e  o f  th e  w r i t e r  in the  m ids t  o f  th e  tu rmoil  o f  t h e  Depression? 

Gastonia  was a s ign  o f  th e  t im e s ,  a d i s t r e s s  s igna l  which po in ted  to
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th e  f a c t  t h a t  America was beginning to  come a p a r t  a t  the  seams. On 

October 29, 1929, seven months a f t e r  th e  beginnings  o f  G as ton ia ,  America 

would come to  a b r u p t ly  unders tand  t h a t  t h e r e  was something very wrong in 

Hoover 's  land  o f  b u s in e s s .  The people  o f  G as ton ia ,  North C a ro l in a ,  knew 

t h a t  t h in g s  were changing be fo re  th e  c r a sh .  The very fo unda t ions  o f  

t h e i r  community had been shaken and n e i t h e r  t h e  expu ls ion  of  th e  Com

munis ts  nor th e  b reak ing  o f  th e  union would e r a s e  th e  even ts  o f  1929.

The e f f e c t  o f  th e  s t r i k e  on th e  Gastonia  n o v e l i s t s  was not  as 

d i r e c t  o r  d e v a s t a t i n g  as i t  was on th e  m i l lw o rk e r s ,  but  in some ways, 

i t  was eq u a l ly  profound.  To be s u r e ,  th e  w r i t e r s  d id  not  have to  s u f f e r  

through e v i c t i o n s  and v io le n ce  and hunger ,  but  they  d id  have to  deal 

with the  im p l i c a t i o n s  o f  th e  s t r i k e .  All o f  th e  n o v e l i s t s  shared  one 

d i s t u r b i n g  v i s i o n :  they  saw a group o f  workers who had asked f o r  l i t t l e

more than e q u i t a b l e  pay and a decen t  s ta n d a rd  o f  l i v i n g  u t t e r l y  d e f e a t e d .  

However, in examining the  n o v e l s ,  one does no t  see the  d e f e a t  which th e  

d e t a i l s  o f  th e  s t r i k e  su g g e s t .  For th e  Gastonia  n o v e l i s t s ,  t h e  s t r i k e  

had to  t r a n sc en d  i t s  sober ing  h i s t o r y .  The workers had to  in some way 

be redeemed; t h e i r  s t o r y  had to  be t o l d  in a manner which would al low 

America to  unders tand  the  g r e a t e r  i s s u e s  o f  th e  t ra gedy  a t  Gas ton ia .

Each w r i t e r  came to  unders tand  t h a t  th e  i s s u e s  th e  s t r i k e  r a i s e d  were 

more im por tan t  than th e  ac tu a l  cha in  o f  i t s  e v e n ts .  The d e te rm in a t io n  

and th e  s a c r i f i c e s  o f  th e  workers they  had seen and read about could 

no t  be l o s t .  As each w r i t e r  s a t  down to  c r e a t e  h i s  o r  her  v i s io n  o f  

G as ton ia ,  t h e  problems o f  the  m i l lw orkers  and t h e i r  f u t u r e  in America 

weighed h ea v i ly  on t h e i r  minds.

For Mary Heaton Vorse, th e  f u t u r e  o f  th e  worker was i n e x t r i c a b l y  

t i e d  with  th e  f u t u r e  o f  l a b o r .  In S t r i k e l , Vorse emphasized t h a t  th e
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u n io n iz a t io n  o f  the  workers was the  s in g l e  most important  f a c t o r  in 

a llowing them to  con f ron t  t h e i r  substandard  working c o n d i t io n s .  Vorse 

denied the  d e f e a t  o f  the  s t r i k e  by p lac ing  i t  in the  co n tex t  o f  the 

unending f i g h t  f o r  o rganized  lab o r  in America. Gastonia was but a l i n k  

in the  chain  o f  l a b o r  s t r u g g le s  to  come in the  Depress ion;  i t  was a s ign 

t h a t  workers could o rgan ize  and e v e n tu a l ly ,  Vorse a rgued,  unionism would 

give them th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  reap the  w e l l -deserved  b e n e f i t s  o f  t h e i r  

l a b o r .  Sherwood Anderson did  not  see th in g s  as p rag m at ic a l ly  as did 

Vorse. He was more concerned with th e  worker h im se lf  than the  o r g a n i 

z a t io n  to  which he belonged. The union was c l e a r l y  important  to  Ander

son, but h is  primary concern l i e d  in d e f in in g  the  perp lex ing  i d e n t i t y  

o f  th e  worker.  Beyond Desire voiced Anderson's  f e e l i n g  f o r  th e  worker,  

h i s  b e l i e f  in h is  courage and h is  sympathy f o r  h is  f law s.  Gastonia 

was the  ideal  b a t t l e  ground f o r  Anderson's puzzled American s t ru g g l in g  

with ques t ions  and fo rc e s  which he did  not  completely unders tand .

For Dorothy Myra Page, the  problems o f  Gastonia were symptomatic 

o f  the  g r e a t e r  problems o f  th e  country .  In her  exper iences  as an 

o rg a n iz e r  and as a t e a c h e r ,  Page saw a r e c u r r in g  theme in America.

The system did not  take  ca re  o f  i t s  own; the  r i c h  got  r i c h e r  and the  

worker cont inued to  lo se  ground. Page could see no remedy to  th e  

problem by working w i th in  th e  system. She be l ieved  t h a t  the  s t r u c t u r e  

o f  the  system had to  be changed. Gastonia r ep re sen ted  to  Page a s ign 

t h a t  th in g s  could change,  t h a t  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e v o lu t io n  and c l a s s -  

s t r u g g l e  did e x i s t .  Wil1 iam Roll ins  J r .  was not as deeply involved in 

the  Pa r ty  as Page. He shared l i t t l e  of  her  p o l i t i c a l  exper ience  and 

o r i e n t a t i o n .  But he did share  her  d i s i l l u s i o n  with th e  American 

p o l i t i c a l  system. He had seen the  Gastonia  defendants  convic ted  without
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any semblance o f  j u s t i c e .  In The Shadow B efore , Rol l ins  blamed n e i t h e r  

the  bosses nor the  t ro u b led  workers f o r  th e  problems of  Gastonia :  the

system i t s e l f  was the  c u l p r i t  and i t  had to be overthrown.

Born and r a i s e d  with the  same type o f  people whom they would meet 

a t  G a s to n ia , F ie ld ing  Burke and Grace Lumpkin faced s im i l a r  dilemmas 

as they c re a te d  t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  ve rs ions  of  Gastonia .  They both wanted 

to  cap tu re  th e  s trong  and untamed s p i r i t  o f  the  mountain people who came 

down to  the  m i l l s .  And a t  the  same t im e ,  they wanted to voice t h e i r  

newly found rev o lu t io n a ry  b e l i e f s .  Nei ther  Burke nor Lumpkin were sure 

whether the  fu tu r e  o f  the workers r e s t e d  on t h e i r  unw il l ingness  to 

accep t  d e f e a t  o r  t h e i r  need to  undermine the  very founda t ions  o f  the 

system under which they  labo red .  As they s t ru g g led  with r a d ic a l  ideology 

and t h e i r  personal concern f o r  the  workers ,  Burke and Lumpkin came to 

one inescapab le  conc lus ion .  The pandemonium of  the  Depression t h a t  

Gastonia  embodied was f o rc in g  changes and they could do nothing more 

than t r y  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  in  those  changes.

J u s t  as th e  s t r i k e  h in ted  a t  the  changing concerns o f  America in 

the  e a r l y  yea rs  o f  th e  Depress ion,  so did the  l i t e r a r y  response f o r e 

shadow some o f  th e  a t t i t u d e s  of  the  t h i r t i e s ,  Mary Heaton Vorse and 

Sherwood Anderson c a l l e d  f o r  r e c o g n i t io n  and d ig n i ty  f o r  the  worker in 

America and pointed to  l ab o r  as a c r u c ia l  i s su e  fo r  the  country  in the  

t h i r t i e s .  By the  end o f  the  Depress ion,  P re s id e n t  Roosevel t  had con

vinced the  American people t h a t  th e  problems o f  the  worker were the 

problems o f  America, Prompted by th e  d esp e ra t io n  o f  the  times and 

the  A d m in i s t r a t io n ' s  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  the  worker ,  union membership 

inc reased  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  by the  l a t e  t h i r t i e s .  The Marxist  o r i e n t a t i o n  

o f  Myra Page and William Rol l ins  J r ,  would become more and more
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i n f l u e n t i a l  as the  Depression wore on. The t h i r t i e s  were,  as Harvey 

Klehr w r i t e s ,  th e  heyday o f  American Communism, Pa r ty  membership among 

workers as well as i n t e l l e c t u a l s  in th e  United S t a t e s  reached i t s  peak 

in the  Depress ion,  and th e  Par ty  came as c lo se  as i t  ever  has to  being 

a v ia b le  p o l i t i c a l  e n t i t y ,  The ambivalence o f  F ie ld ing  Burke and Grace 

Lumpkin pointed both to  the  l i t e r a r y  s t r u g g le s  o f  th e  per iod  and the  

o v e ra l l  confusion which t h e  Depression f o s t e r e d .  The W r i t e r ' s  Congress 

o f  1935 mulled over  th e  problems which Lumpkin and Burke faced and t h e i r  

conc lus ions  were anything but u n i f i e d .  The l e f t i s t  w r i t e r s  lea rned  t h a t  

t h e r e  were no easy s o lu t io n s  to  th e  problematic  m arr iage  o f  a r t  and 

p o l i t i c s .

The a t t i t u d e s  and s tances  found in the  Gastonia novels  were but 

p a r t  o f  a broader  American response  to  i s su e s  r a i s e d  a t  Gas tonia .  The 

Gastonia n o v e l i s t s  did not  r e so lv e  th e  problems o f  th e  Depression nor 

did  they  r e p re s e n t  complete ly  th e  a r r a y  of  responses  to  th e  turmoil  o f  

the  t h i r t i e s .  But they  d id  cap tu re  in  t h e i r  works th e  sense o f  change 

and u n r e s t  and turmoil which th e  Depression came to symbolize. They 

heard in Gastonia th e  h e a r t  o f  America bea t ing  in to  ano the r  decade f u l l  

o f  problems which th e  country  could no t  en v is ion  in th e  p r o s p e r i t y  o f  

th e  tw e n t i e s .  In an i n s i g n i f i c a n t  mi 11 town in North Carol ina  the  

n o v e l i s t s  found the  dynamics of  a changing c u l t u r e .  They could o f f e r  

no simple s o l u t i o n s ;  they  could only w r i t e  and wai t  as th e  wave o f  

confusion which would be c a l l e d  th e  Great  Depression engulfed the  

n a t io n .
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