ON THE LINE: NOTEBOOK

" I think this strike is a good thing. They think we are
just bluffing. They think we cannot stand with our own
two feet. They say that in the history of Winnipeg,
its been a long time since this kind of industry
have .a strike,"
Winnipeg Garment Worker

Forty -six years to be exact.
In the summer of 1981, 140 garment workers struck their factory
in suburban Winnipeg. It was the first year

a . . - strike had ocddred in the
swsmswnt industry here since 1934, The workers were
mostly immigrant women from the Phillipines, India, Italy,
Portugal, Vietnam and the West Indies. The company in
question, Waa a huge multinational, f\};f'\“;ﬁh a rep utation for explé\ting

WUF\CUA) ; in odemest as many coutries as it drew its

cheap labour fwmeEn-

I had heard about the dark inner coils of the Canadian garment

industry; about the garment ghettoes of isolated, corpttmbed

Uiaaeitgmaaiee d immigraﬁgw working for minimum wage to

make our blue jeans and pant suits. I had heard that for many of

them, going on strike was no less frigthening a concept than deportation
e

or prison. How cammniaidt they muster%the courage, the hutspal

7 ok
the - where-with-all to take on their modern day Ceudel lord?
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I began to freque nt the ir picketline and talk to the strikers,
the women in blue jeans and . . sun hats,

carrying placards zm=e umbrellas and babies. I talked with the

9

union organizers , l@ud flamboyant '"Canadian'" union ladiess

o\
ON THE LINE is a play which, to pardon Seeedmesstal-cliche,

seemed to write itself, , through the strong, humoubdus and often
painful words of the women in the garment industry.

0 % X%
" I was just out of school....Terry was also new...we didn't
know where these women were coming from. The first time I
walked into the factory., they.
looked me up and down as if to say, 'oh another Canadian union

X}
lady' and then went back to their lunch.

In the fall of 1980, two young women started to do organizing
w ithin the International Ladies Garment Workers Union in Winnipeg.
They were feminists, and to say to least, politicallly to the left

of the present leade rship within the union. ; \

A ”
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(Both the ILGWU and the other major union representing garment
<o o
\\(\ L) ’\ workers, the Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union,
o™
are American -run and looked upon with deep suspicion by their

members, Each has a long history of being '"company unions"

which collude regularly with garment industry management.y)

When the two organizers began to visit the factories, they found a
workforce hopelessly disorganized and hostile from years of union
agk inactivity, Workers were pitted against one amother racially,

and competitively, through the piecework system.

Salaries were low, the threat of lay-offs constantly in the air.

Many =58 workers were recent immigrants who were ignorant of
even the minimal protection afforded them through Canadian labour laws

and human rights le gislation.

One of the first workers they met at this suburban garment factory was

axx Emma, a Filipino woman who had been brought over by the company in
1973, Like 1000's of Filipinoes, she was lured to Canada by the

hope and promise of a better future.

"When we first came here, the boss was always walking tkxexghsxx through
our factory. We ®%l had our pictures taken with him to send home to

our parents. I felt so grateful to be working here . We were the

pioneers in this place.!"



But things changed for Emma. The boss visited less
frequently, the. management became more patronizing,
‘q and discriminatory towards the workers. \)U\‘Q"\f‘\“. Emma
comp\lained about what was happe ning, her Supervisor told her,
" We're not going to ; * hire anymore  Filipinoes
cause they're troublemakers. I like tim the Chinesevbecamse they
don't speak [English and they don't talk back!"
Each new wave of immigrants brought into the factory was used
by management as a tool to keep the other workers divided.
0
eig: (%Y 1iWn co}\gtant\\ar of
eap fo\*e@a importNoth of Yhe cloth}hg. ana\ljabcm{/ va)riety;)

ﬂ/\) G/W\ONL

Another : problems facing themmeslkars ——wharever—theyrTams.
under -
N
s, was the steady cutting oj\()xeﬁn work rates. As workers
\
\owew

increased their speed, the employer wowid sftemxredugexthe-His0
lower the amount of time allowed to complete the same amount of work.

One worker from the West Indies complained that she wes

had been making $1000. less each year because of piecework

rate cuts. Another hemmer described her frustration with

the system; '" I've been here for 10 years and it takes me (90 @ca,\w
essmpaaie to do a skirt, and the poor girls upstairs‘ssupposed

to make it in 50 seconds, Whe re do they get their power

to cut it to 50 seconds?"

The union started asking ‘1, Qquestions out’ loud.

® Xrok
-~ Emma, the We st Indian woman and the hemmer,

all started working for the union. -5% T}\rouq‘h months of
persistent nattering about piece work rates, maternity leaves,

equal pay for equal work and better grievance procedures, the

union stwwky gained ground in thé& factory.



> e Qe LLOWY

By June, tho-esivx %d ‘negotiated a aoxmxix new contract with
; : s

the company uesichwoubd—imeix establishibasic wage

scales, equal increases for workers on hourly rates

or piecework rates, seniority clauses and layoff clauses.

i “the company . refused to sign.

Instead, ’&‘\Q,“ ’\'0@\& SA"@T)S : to

dampen enthusiasm for the union. The payphone was removed
from the factory;(the women were bitter that they couldn't call
their children at lunch time\) In-house filming of the
shopfloor begap, a!dSecurity guards were posted at the
entrance and in the washrooms, to discourage union activity.
But their intimiation tactics backf;fed.

Fhexurixxx The workers were insulted and offended by blvesEIEs

)(\uu/\

<% actions.

In the beginning, we were all grateful to be here. But they cut

our piecework rates, they cheat us for minutes, they don't even do what
Co f\:\’ c
they say theyre going to do inthe @:&ﬁ. ..and now, I don't feel

%D\\ grateful anymore.... Now I think} it is the company who
N

o o \
: should be grateful for gettmg us so cheap!"
\)yk& }\* JJ‘)K‘\Q_&A LSZ ) S\’*\a \,roc) &MA \) (<] M )(\\A*B

had enough. Thlle days later, they turned off their

samdwidos
machines; cleaned out their lockers, picked up their hagils == sweaters,

=mme cushions and crucifixes, and walked out.
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The new modern garment industry began in Winnipeg only ten

years ago. Althogh only 8 % of the Canadian industry is me

located in Winnipeg, itkkx that segment is responsible for over 20% of the
garment exports from Canada. Winnipeg is the cutting edge of
automation within thexmxbostxyx an industry frantically scambling

toxk EseprRR W ibhe-re—eomapetibc e wibhxixx sx sptakakindd ws kg < corkths cas ki

0 J
W “er—lvgEtpEmieh the low labour costs of their

third world competition.

0N TYHe LINE
The first garment factory I toured in researching . T was o=
<hiiee old family run -sl===aks business. Few windows, wooden floors,
machines and equipment maxmxxxx crammed together . Xetsdgidkek oty
incikx x gk kattexedswayx xxx The smell of xix half a century of

lunches, agmd sweat and cloth re sidue., = 1 Img ~on

i1 ; Ll ! § [ YRV
A section of older European workers
sat at their machines beside ~ mountains of unfinished skijackets,
s Sﬁ:w‘\e X GoMe
eating 1 sunflower seeds and casting i S=the g
Vietnamese workers at centre shop floor. A sign hung on a post in

a corner w?.gh read IF THIS FACTORY BURNS DOWN, YOUR"E OUT

OF A JOB!"



7/ Here, computerized embr@widery machines 8bang out 'native art

work! for 12 parkas .. 3 : in the space of 60 seconds.

Factory Two: highly automated., ¥ Here, vacuum tables suck the

air out of three foet . . . stacks of polyester coat lining,
to facilitate easy cutting. ‘The cutters amexsoxeaaximEK xTASRS
afe

+ surrounded by a light halo of dust,»snd@n questioning the
= aNed T
floor manager . about H‘w?\mpo‘f 0\\}:‘ mwhy-&ha;- weEng

as LY
—zwelks, I Y told Wal=tind that these Oriental people are so

3 \n
Ftto wear q /y\aﬁ\c*
polite that evenif they have a cold t they \\& vekds?
“roa————

Factory Three has an Eton Line, a system of overhead pullies
which carry garments from one production stakinkx stage to another.
Slow moving rails encircle each workers atdxoxsstakion in a quietly
gx moving cage of sleeves and pantlegs. The manager

P(‘oucx

displa$s the newe st technology; '' Before the Eton Line, the
worark K draogx warxenxs. - . girls had to call for another bundle, then get

up and put it in place. Now they don't have to move once from the

moment they walk in the door til they go for lunch."

In the summer of 1981, 140 women replaced the joys of the

Eton Line for the joys of the picketline.
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" I am not going to work this morning. I am going to strike.
Since I have been in this country, I have heard about strikes,
but I have never understood them. I would go on the bus and see
people in front of their place of work with signs and shouting, and
they look so discontent, so troublesome.
Now it is me out here. I=mx am the striker. Now I am watching all the
people passing by ME amdxitx...it is I here in front of my work
looking troublemsome and discontent.
It is hard to be here. I think....what am I if I do not work?
What are you Rubena , if you don not contribute to this great
society? The buses comes and go, and maybe allthose faces
are thinking that of me.....why is this woman not working?

East Indian garment worker.
Crasrr B XK STROIRIKex:
"Today, it started mxsmizgx raining as soon as we got here.
Our placards got soggy and starting ripping along the holes.
The words began to run like blood.... and
we were wet right through to our underpants.
People going by had these big unfriendly faces looking out
at us through wet windows...and they would splash us and then
drive on.....Canadians look even more foreign in the rain."

Filipino Garnent worker

The strike lasted for three weeks. As soon as it srwitvel
found ’

many baxktexbind night jobs qﬁiiq;&:_.“‘to after picket duty.
Chambermaid, all night m&ier, other assembly*\line jobs.

Their lives became e ven more difficult than before; problems axitgx with
husbands angsxodxitsdxerxsatshxomses x stk sokichost & soxaaxix & vy kixigegx koxschresmgres x sexbxor soxaa
who wanted mom around at night; problems with kalxgxitkinkx childcare
pressure from their communities and religious leaders to not step

out of line.

Yet the anecdotes remembered at the end of each day were of the

gutsy, outrageous variety...all those things they have never

dared to do before.
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o

Tales of scabhunting, up and down back alleysy vof crawling through \O(‘(Q
grass with binoculars to laskxx fiwdoyt-leswe=mzawy scab workers =2
cor
Ry going in to the factory #a. those windowless vans;
) torment the
and gails of laughter over comments made to the security guards

( there were four of them nicknamed Small, Medium, Large and

Extra Large) . There was instant recall of the insults and

xxx bravodo demonstrated towards

management,

But there was also the blalkklisting by other garment factories;"d
telephone
and the¥ calls from mysterious 'Immigration Officers"

?aswvs\m& \a Cacls
to the homes of the Vietnamese WOrkersg and the .

wne
yelled out " Why don't you go back

to where you came from you little slant-eyed......'" the rest slurred

in the wind....but not lost.

"The low point of the strike was around the 12th day,' recalled one of
the union organizers, '"T here was no news, it looked like they were
running the place without us. But we just kept pumping each other
up. When one faded, another gave a little streng‘hl\. "
" They need our hands., We produce the work.....the super can't
seam serge.' '""They can't even sew one whole garment

d
without usm " Sdvexyx
" There are only two people who can run my machine....'" one
workers said, " and we're both out here!"

They held on.
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. g Qoo
Thre e weeks after the strike began, tha-—cesmparfil”y A’Q

.= . - managers and . supervisors hand-delivemiletters
%’(c\“”‘" S 2
to the w—nk-e.ns,. appealing to them to return to work.

Bntxmﬁnscmgxx;d:bmxmunbmmmx The next morning,

the workers held a mass rip-up 'in front of the factory.

" I guess you could call it a symbolic 'screw you!"
The company could not breﬁf the union.
The following day, % OO@M agreed to go back to the

- -

table and a settlement was reached. The strike was over,

The women went back in.
Orex yeax siat g xx xx K Qrex sSSIRRRXER K dA g Kot § BR x o s5F saxwest scw kishw a1 segemoaxpe sosf stsbves <

szorskeesrsss Rocsprest ke oo K

One summer day in 1982, I met with a 'iroup of %

(_",aml}\wn% iy
workers to get an update on s1nce the strike.

The East Indian woman had 3zt been in court that morning testifying

q’ . . ' "
about == e I 1 T et—oa=te picketline Q\"\“‘Lﬂ)&

\A\ \D\\\QA dcecuNudg

one whole year earlier.

" In this country, it takes justice a long time to even appear to be done."

How do you feel now, after all this time? "I Jeoep ask = i:: .over and
o ver,”
The East Indian woman: }
" Before the strike, no one ever tallk’to one another inside. .. .“ow
. and
if there are 3 people on one operation, . - one has a problem, we

all get up from our machines and talk about it together."



117

Emma, the Filipino shop steward: '"I think we took some

of the power back from the supervisors., 2« -~ = They know
the wunion's here and they can't ignore us anymore. We're winning
grievances now we never would have even tried before.!"

Another woman listening: '' Nothing chifages, everything goes on the
same; nothing changes , except everything has, ....in here

and in here.'" She points to her head and her heart.

Postscript: One and one half years after the strike, the play
ON THE LINE has been written and performed and I am on to other

things; at the time of writing this article, one third of the garment

BhEAa T o SREry-Ie

e AV OIvVeEd ThEhe

workers in this city are out of work.

Yesterday, in the middle of the

garment district, I saw one of the union organizers , her collar up against
the cold, on her way to visit one of the factories.

" We have to keep on putting out little fires, or else the whole
ON THE LINE

forest will burn  down." - The playvis over, but the

painful, immigrant garment workers in

Canada continue s.

END



S N e e e Y e N e e e e e e e e e e e w e ar ad  ed aer er e ae







	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_001
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_002
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_003
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_004
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_005
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_006
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_007
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_008
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_009
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_010
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_011
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_012
	MS-2-772_2016-010_2_3_013

