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workers to emulate.”

After two weeks of meetings, complaints, and fruitless demands, the
KAW people took direct action. Approximately 150 men and women
seized the Shawnee County relief headquarters on March 20 in an unusual
“sit down” strike, a month after the end of the Flint “sit down” precedent
in the automobile industry had gained widespread notoriety. The crowd,
in good humor, spent the night there with a stringed orchestra. Those
who did not want to dance played pitch or other card games. The
reinstatement of WPA workers over age sixty-five who had been
discharged proved to be their major demand. As a lesser grievance, they
wanted the daily quotas of production terminated in the WPA sewing
room that occupied the third floor of the building. With this show of
support, the sewing room workers struck later that night, demanding the
resignation of Poor Commissioner Lyle O. Armel and the appointment of
an entirely new county relief staff. They further insisted on the county
paying rent for the employables not on relief, a distribution of surplus
commodities before they spoiled, not afterward, the right of an applicant
for relief to choose someone to help him present his case, and a 20
percent increase in the county relief budget. The sewing room project
specifically wanted a halit to the termination of workers for insufficient
production, a cessation of what they considered to be coercion and
intimidation by supervisors, the removal of supervisor’s powers to
determine standards of efficiency, and they demanded a clear
understanding of the functions of their floor stewards. Sheriff Roy Boast
and County Attorney Paul Harvey, hearing of the strike, investigated, but
found no evidence of violence.*

The forced occupancy of the first floor, and thus access to the
remainder of the building, continued throughout the weekend. The
sitdowners came in shifts, staying a few hours then going home to do
chores or run necessary errands. Leo Palmer, the leader, threatened to call
in 20,000 KAW members from across the state to come to Topeka for a
“hunger march.” It was reported that other unemployed groups across the
Great Plains and the nation were watching with great interest the outcome
of the Topeka strike. Lyle Armel responded to these developments with
the wry observation that while the occupancy continued, it was causing
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increased suffering among the “legitimate needy” because relief personnel
had no access to their offices to process claims and to carry on their
work.”!

The sitdowners continued to hold the first floor, however, determined
to stay until they received satisfaction on their grievances. Occasionally
farm groups came and pledged their support. Children joined their
parents during the day and then went home to sleep. There was a
noticeable increase in participants in the evenings and at night. They
stopped dancing for the Sabbath and a couple of preachers, including C.L.
Atkins of the First Congregational Church, delivered sermons that day.
Supporters prepared meals in the KAW hall. Strikers settled their
differences with the WPA “temporarily’”” with additional work relief funds
to expand employment rolls but insisted that they had “run after” the
county commissioners for four years to gain satisfaction and “now they
can come to us.” If their demands were not met by Thursday (March 24),
they promised to extend their sitdown to the courthouse and prevent
transactions of county business, although this action did not materialize.
It was reported that many “rubber neckers,” as the strikers called
spectators, came to view the strike. Finally, on March 27 the county
commissioners agreed to meet with the strikers, Armel, and County
Attorney Harvey in the KERC office of director Jerry Driscoll.*

Nothing came of this preliminary meeting because the county
commissioners insisted on the strikers vacating the building first and they
could present their demands “later.” The group failed to accept this
obvious ploy and voted unanimously to continue the strike. They also
began applying pressure on the Topeka Chamber of Commerce to support
their cause or the KAW would campaign against their pending $850,000
bond issue for a new city hall, not because they opposed it but because
they believed relief funding took precedence in this situation. One citizen
complained to a newspaper at this point that he was indignant, as a
taxpayer, because the county sheriff, county attorney, and a candidate for
mayor had made major contributions to these “irresponsible™ strikers.*

A breakthrough came on March 28 with the announcement that
“through the persistent and special efforts of Governor Huxman,”
additional funding was acquired for WPA projects in Kansas, which
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resolved that issue momentarily. Federal officials authorized Clarence
Nevins to rehire some of the terminated employables over sixty-five as a
“temporary” solution until the new pension law went into effect. That
same day the strikers in Topeka voted to end their ten-day takeover on the
promise of the commissioners to give them a hearing. The Topeka Daily
Capital noted that the “novelty” of the occupancy had “apparently wore
[sic] off.” The KAW had acquired 300 new members during the lengthy
conflict.**

The issue took a slightly different twist in southeast Kansas. A
meeting of 350 KAW members from Cherokee, Crawford, and Bourbon
counties was held in Pittsburg, where they planned a “move in” of the
courthouses of their counties on April 1, 1937. Area WPA workers
promised a sympathy strike and the Bourbon County farmers local #43
pledged its support as did the two Townsend Clubs in Pittsburg. Working
with representatives from these three counties posed a problem different
from that of the Shawnee County strike. Some KAW leaders believed
they should mail their demands to WPA officials as the latter would need
time to reply before the three separate county committees met to consider
their responses. All this, obviously, could not be accomplished in the one
week remaining before the announced takeover. In addition, the three
groups had slightly different agendas to pursue.*

The Bourbon County delegation met again in less than a week and
decided on a courthouse occupancy on April 1 regardless of the decisions
of the other two counties. The county relief problems were staggering
and the Bourbon County KAW members wanted to relieve the local
government of some of this burden and place it on the shoulders of the
WPA where, they insisted, “it rightly belongs.” In addition to the
demands that the WPA re-hire those over sixty-five who had been
terminated, they wanted common labor wages to be increased to 50 cents
an hour and to $40 minimum monthly. They demanded work assignment
immediately for all eligible and certified county relief applicants. Finally,
after employables were assigned to WPA jobs, they insisted that all direct
relief payments be raised to $30 monthly until the Social Security
pensions became available. The county commissioners expressed
sympathy but declared they were financially unable to do more than what
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they were currently providing. Leaders set the strike for all three counties
for April 1, despite Clarence Nevins’ promise of extra WPA funding to
re-hire elderly workers temporarily. The KAW men and women in
Pittsburg met and voted to proceed with their sit-in but first they had to
enjoy a hearty lunch scavenged by their local “mooching committee.”
After the repast, a caravan of 150 people drove to Girard where they
decided arbitration was the best route. They chose a committee of A.J.
Fritter, John Babbitt, Bill Wiggins, and Booker T. Cummins, “colored,”
to accompany officials to Topeka to plead their case with WPA leaders.
The WPA agreed to adjust unfair wage scales of workers and quotas of
workers, and promised transportation of WPA workers for long distances
to jobs or to assign them work closer to home. This ended the uprising.*®

On March 31 the legislature completed its marathon session and
Governor Huxman was reported as “rushing” to set up the administration
for the new social welfare programs in order for the state to qualify for
federal financing. On April 3 the Shawnee County commissioners
rejected all the strikers’ demands, including the firing of Armel, although
they also failed to re-appoint him. It was not until May 25 that they
ousted him in a closed session and appointed Frank Long as his
replacement. Armel had been in office for four years and rumors had
circulated for the previous year that two of the three commissioners were
unhappy with him. The state’s leading newspaper believed that the sit-in
had aroused the ire of the commissioners to the extent that they had
delayed their vote to remove him from office as a result of their anger.
The commissioners received an unexpected “shock,” however, when
M.T. Kelsey, “an efficient case worker,” resigned in protest of the firing
of his boss.”’

At this point, a major problem developed that John Stutz had raised
before he resigned from KERC, an issue that the Social Security Act of
1935 had created for elderly workers. Evan Griffith had noted that as
older persons assigned to WPA qualified for a pension, new replacements
could then be made on WPA projects for their vacated jobs. In response
to this development, Stutz declared, incorrectly, that “there is no
provision in the Federal Social Security Program for giving pensions to
the needy aged.”®
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Part three of the Social Security Act of August 14, 1935 provided for
grants-in-aid up to $15 monthly to help states meet their cost of old age
pensions for people who would not come under the purview of OASI
(Old Age and Survivors Insurance). This type of welfare had previously
been handled in Kansas by the county Poor Commissioner through
commodity distribution and by county poor farms, but not grants of
money. State law now needed to be changed to establish a pension plan
for participation in the program in order to receive the federal funds.
Difficulties arose when many legislators proved content with the current
system. They also held little sympathy for helping the poor when
relatives could do so but declined. Social Security was an entirely new
approach to relief to the elderly, so the lower house sent a copy of its
proposal to Washington to verify that it would comply with federal law
and thus qualify for the matching grants. After extensive debate, the
lower house approved its bill on March 13, 1937 by a vote of 82-2. The
upper house endorsed a different measure on March 18 with a 37-0 tally.
The proposal then went to conference to iron out the differences between
the two approaches, especially over prohibiting persons from receiving
old age assistance if any relative was financially capable of caring for
them. The conference committee finally omitted this objectionable
requirement and the lower house endorsed the compromise 99-0 on
March 30 and the senate gave its approval 34-0 on the same day.*

The statute established a state Board of Social Welfare to administer
the program, coordinating state funding with matching federal grants. It
included this significant reactionary disclaimer:

it is not the policy of the state to discourage or interfere with the
universally recognized moral obligation of kindred to provide,
when possible, for the support of dependent relatives, but rather
it is the policy of the state to assist the needy and where
necessary, the relatives in providing the necessary assistance for
dependents.

Other rural states were even more demeaning by requiring recipients to
sign a pauper’s oath to qualify. The law provided pensions for those age
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sixty-five and older, blind people, and dependent children, thus abolishing
the need for the archaic, degrading poor farm. The following criteria
were to serve as guidelines for the board in qualifying people for the
assistance: (1) insufficient income; (2) Kansas residence for one
continuous year; (3) not an inmate of a state institution; and (4) no
transfer of property to anyone by the applicant for two years prior to
application.*

Meanwhile, the delay in enacting this Social Security program was
proving critical to thousands of Kansans. Because of the availability of
this assistance and the need to spread meager work relief funds as far as
possible, in late January 1937 WPA officials announced that those
eligible for old age assistance (over sixty-five) would be discharged from
their jobs gradually, beginning the following month. “If we do not take
them off,” Clarence Nevins correctly observed, “they would never be
eligible for old age assistance.” He explained that, in addition to their
advanced age (life expectancy in America then was sixty-seven), and
many were over sixty-five, their work was often dangerous and they also
needed to be protected from the inclement weather on the Great Plains.
He noted that Kansas was the only state in the Midwestern region that had
been permitted to keep their elderly workers on the WPA rolls.*!

In late January “the startling announcement” came from Nevins that
the WPA would commence discharging these people in February. What
would happen to them until the state legislature acted on Social Security?
Washington officials had just announced a “springtime” cut in WPA rolls
for Kansas from 41,500 to 30,200 by June 1 but the problem of older
relief workers was above and beyond this cutback. This presented a real
crisis because action by the state legislature at that point still was
indefinite and certainly the timing was questionable as the solons had not
yet begun to consider proposals to provide matching pension funds. The
day after the announcement by Nevins, state officials received notification
that Kansas would receive $2,729,000 in matching funds for Social
Security pensions plus money to administer the program when the state
established it. This heightened the pressure on the legislators because,
until they acted, those who had been laid off WPA jobs would have no
income. Other states faced the same dilemma. The governors of
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Minnesota, Illinois, Massachusetts, Wisconsin, New York, and Rhode
Island, in officially protesting the rapid reduction in WPA payrolls,
summed up the situation succinctly when they observed that the “cost of
relief to the unemployables cannot be bourne by local units of
government.” Most importantly, these aged workers were reluctant to
give up a WPA job paying a minimum of $30 monthly for a pension of
unknown amount.*?

The district supervisor of WPA in the Tri-State mining area
announced that his rolls would be reduced by 10 percent for each of the
coming five months, similar to other district cuts. He expressed the hope
that the largest reductions would come in the “purely agricultural
counties” so that he could take into account “the seasonal decrease” in the
coal mining industry because the area would soon see “hundreds” of men
unemployed.*’

Fifty of these elderly unemployed met in the KAW hall in Topeka to
protest being dropped from WPA. They decided to petition Governor
Huxman, the Shawnee County commissioners, and the county legislative
delegation to resolve their problem. The following day they endorsed a
resolution to present to the state legislature demanding an old age pension
“of not less than $30 monthly.” They further went on record as
supporting a “sit-down” strike if a resolution was not forthcoming.*

This pressure produced results. On March 13 Howard O. Hunter
assured Senator Arthur Capper that Kansas would be assigned extra WPA
funds to prevent further immediate WPA cuts. He emphasized that “no
one now employed by the WPA who is still in need will be dismissed,”
and reminded listeners that when “drought farmers” were taken off WPA
rolls earlier they “were not left high and dry but were accepted by the
Resettlement Administration for grants and loans.”

Protesters from the Tri-State region of Bourbon, Crawford, and
Cherokee counties met 350 strong in the local labor temple to declare
their support of these threatened older workers. Leaders declared the
national relief officers had “proved to their satisfaction” that the
difficulties lay in the local administration of relief funds and they planned
a “move-in” of the county relief offices on April 1 if they were not
satisfied with improvements. Fortunately, the state legislature resolved
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the crisis before that deadline.*

WPA projects continued until 1943, well into World War II, but with
constant periodic reductions by an antagonistic Congress from 1938 until
its demise. Every Congressional cut in appropriations was met with
opposition by Kansas relief workers, with the one in 1939 producing a
national strike. The workers learned well from the success of their early
demonstrations. Usually Harry Hopkins met relief worker strikes with the
threat of the termination of the project or at least suspension until they
decided to return to work.

The unique economic conditions of the Great Depression produced a
new philosophy of the role of the national government, but the change
was not sufficient to overcome the obstacles for unity of agrarians and
wage workers. With so many desperate people on the verge of starvation,
citizens began looking to Washington for assistance for their state relief
burden. They also believed that in Franklin Roosevelt they had a
President who really was concerned about their well-being. As one voter
said later, he was the only President he had known who would understand
that “my boss is a son-of-a-bitch.” Herbert Hoover first responded with
RFC loans that the states never repaid. Then New Dealers proposed
resolving the problem with relief assistance at first, then later with work
relief projects that helped the unemployed to preserve their skills and their
dignity rather than “make work” such as raking leaves or doling out
money or commodities to them to feed their families. The program also
contributed to society by funding necessary and enduring enterprises.

As with so many revolutionary experiments, there proved to be gaps
between these programs, in this case the termination of relief work and
the implementation of the Resettlement Administration for desperate
farmers or the new Social Security pension plan for both rural and urban
workers. Men over age sixty-five needed income yet wanted to retire to
become eligible for the new type of assistance. There also could be a
differential between WPA wages and the lower retirement income.
Embattled men and women struck in retaliation in a surprising show of
militancy. It is important that these issues affected both agrarians and
suburbanites receiving relief in all the states.

Using the new union tactic of “sit-down” in forcing recognition of
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their organization by the automobile industry, these strikers were very
effective in coercing public officials to address their problems. In fact,
Democratic bureaucrats often treated ardent Republican Kansans very
liberally. Many New Dealers, in turn, found it difficult to fathom the
strange concept that if workers disagreed with terms of their work relief
provided by hard-pressed taxpayers, they would strike in protest instead
of following the customary path of quitting. During the 1930s the tools
used by organized labor—organizing to achieve power through numbers,
and use of powerful weapons such as the strike, boycott, picketing, and
demonstrations—were becoming acceptable in industrial relations but not
in taxpayer-funded work relief, especially in agrarian-dominated Kansas
where citizens found acceptance of unionization to be extremely difficult.
But the strike tactics usually worked and they achieved many of the goals
immediately before mobilization for defense production ended the terrible
unemployment crisis and the seizure of public buildings became a distant
memory.
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