






































































106 WHEN SOUTHERN LABOR STIRS 

The truck stopped; some strikers jumped out and ran 
for coyer. 

The mob fired. ·Ella May Wiggins, 29 years old, 
mother of five small children, clutched her throat, 
gasped, "My God, they have shot me!" and sank to the 
bottom of the truck-dead. Other strikers fled and 
were shot at like rabbits across the cotton patch. 

Ella May Wiggins was buried in Bessemer City 
after the union had held a mass funeral at which the 
strike songs she had written were sung, and while the 
press of the nation wrote its condemnation of North 
Carolina. None the less, on the evening following the 
funeral the mob swung into action once again. Cleo 
Tessner, a National Textile Workers organizer, was 
kidnapped at his home in Kings l\fountain (in Gaston 
county), and taken by an armed mob in an automobile 
across the state into South Carolina where he too was 
beaten and left in the woods. Next, the mob returned to 
Kings Mountain and dynamited the speakers' stand of 
the union there. 

Seven men, six of them from the Loray cotton mills, 
were finally arrested, and released on bail, for the shoot
ing of Ella May Wiggins. But the reign of terror 
against the union continued until it was compelled to 
suspend all above ground activity in Gastonia. How
ever, the National Textile Workers continued to op
erate against violent opposition in Charlotte. 

In September the second trial in the Aderholt case 
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was held, with all the same lawyers, excepting Arthur 
Garfield Hays, and with the same judge. The prosecu
tion withdrew the indictments of first degree murder, 
freed nine of the defendants, and held seven men for 
trial. 13 The trial lasted three weeks during which 
Judge Barnhill, reversing his former ruling, permitted 
the prosecution attorneys to introduce the religious, 
political, and economis views of the defendants. With 
the flood-gates down the case then became a heresy 
trial. The jury returned its verdict on October 21. 
After deliberating forty-five minutes it found all de
fendants guilty. 

Judge Barnhill sentenced the northern men to serve 
from seventeen to twenty years in prison. To the 
Southerners he gave sentences from five to fifteen 
years. The defense appealed; bail was fixed at $5,000 
for each defendant. 

On the same day that the Charlotte jury found 
seven men guilty of murdering Chief Aderholt, another 
jury sitting in Gastonia refused to indict any of the 
men arrested for the murder of Ella May Wiggins. It 
also released all those held for kidnapping and beating 
the various union organizers. 

The action of both courts pleased the Gazette, but 
there was such a howl of protest made by the press as a 

1s Fred E. Beal, Clarence Miller, Joseph Harrison, and George 
Carter, organizers from the North; W. M. McGinnis, Louis Mc
Laughlin, and K. Y. Hendrix, southern workers. The women released 
were Vera Bush, Sophie Melvin, and Amy Schechter, all from New 
York. 
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whole that Governor Gardner sent Judge McElroy on 
a special mission into Gastonia to hold special hearings 
on the Wiggins murder. As a result fourteen men were 
held on November ·~4 to be tried by the next grand 
jury in January. They came before Judge J. H. Clem
ent at Charlotte on February fl4, 1930. After a trial 
lasting two weeks all of them were acquitted. 

In March union organizers were being arrested and 
beaten up again on sight. 

On August ~0, 1930, the Supreme Court of North 
Carolina denied the appeal of the seven men convicted 
in the Aderholt case, and ordered them to the peniten
tiary.14 

In the winter of 1930 I visited the Loray Mill village. 
There was no open activity of the National Textile 
Workers. The union had been driven completely under 
ground. The huge Manville-J enckes mill was working 
its usual l~-hour shifts; the wages had been further 
reduced; the operatives were as undernourished and as 
miserable as before the strike. Ella May Wiggins was 
the only one at peace. The tent colony was no more; 
the old union hall remained. From an improvised flag
pole nailed on its side the stars and stripes were flying 
in the breeze. The flag had been run up there by the 
Committee of 100 to indicate to the world that the 
Loray cotton mill and America had won. 

u The seven men failed to appear to serve their sentence. Their bail 
was forfeited. 
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