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The International Marxist-Humanist Organization (IMHO) aims to
develop and project a viable vision of an alternative to capitalism—a
new, human society—that can give direction to today’s freedom

struggles. The IMHO is based on the unique philosophic contributions
that have guided Marxist-Humanism since it was founded in the 1950s
by Raya Dunayevskaya. We do so by working out a unity of theory

and practice, worker and intellectual, and philosophy and
organization.
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Preface: How this booklet came to be

This booklet (chapbook) and many of the poems in it grew out of a
remarkable virtual workshop led by the excellent poet and
workshop leader, Stephanie Cawley, in Summer, 2020. More
fundamentally, this booklet encompasses and unites two parts of
my life trajectory—my radical politics, which began to grow when I
was a teenager in the 1950s, and my interest and experience writing
poetry, which began around 1986.
During the late 1960’s, my radicalism led me to see that the

movements of the 1960s were not strong enough in their then-
current forms to take down capitalism, which many in the
movement had come to see as a necessary step towards a just and
sustainable world. After about a year of agonizing introspection,
reading and discussion, I decided that extending the movement
more systematically into the working class was a necessary step,
and in doing so, decided that I agreed with the basic approaches of
Marxism. The Marxism and socialism that I supported was quite
clear that the systems in “actually existing socialism” such as Russia,
China, or Cuba, were not socialist since they were not systems
where workers had any meaningful power. Integrally linked to that,
they did not “let the people decide,” which was a valuable slogan of
the US New Left of the 1960s. Given the general good sense and
clear view of members I knew, I joined an organization called the
International Socialists (IS for short) in 1969. This led me to
involvement in support action for the great Los Angeles Teamster
wildcat strike of 1970 (which I later wrote a book about), into
support for student efforts to support UCLA cafeteria workers in
their efforts to organize, and into helping put out Picket Line, a
rank-and-file oriented occasional newspaper for worker activists in
the Los Angeles basin. Picket Line was produced by local radicals
from several organizations. The IS was the main one, but the
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Marxist-Humanist News and Letters and a number of activist ex-
student or student radicals who did not belong to socialist groups
also took part.

The IS engaged in a number of efforts around
the country to organize a stratum of socialist
worker activists that could intervene effectively
in workplace and more general class and
political struggles. The IS set national priorities
to do this with workers in the Teamsters, the
United Auto Workers, the Communications
Workers, and the United Steelworkers, with
some discussion of also emphasizing hospital

workers (A proposal that was not adopted). Members of the IS were
urged to get jobs in these industries, and many did. (“Many” is a
relative term. As I remember it, the IS at no point had more than
about 300 members, although it had many supporters as well.)
Some of these “industrialized” radicals were effective and became
well-respected activists in their workplaces and unions. Many others
did not, most of whom left these jobs within a few years. (Or were
laid off in the cutbacks of the 1980s.)
IS members were particularly effective in helping to organize the

Teamsters for a Democratic Union (TDU), which has continued to
exist and has become a major force in Teamster politics and rank
and file struggles in the United States. We also organized a national
rank and file oriented newsletter and organizing center, Labor
Notes, which also still exists and has been important in helping
coordinate teachers and health worker activists struggles in the last
decade or more, as well as being a center for worker activists in
many other industries. Both TDU and Labor Notes hold annual
conferences that bring together thousands of activists.
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Of course, the IS was not the only organization that tried to
organize worker socialism in the 1970s or since. It was, however,
one of the more effective.
This booklet consists of poems about these efforts to develop and

organize a stratum of working class socialists. It is based in my own
experience as an organizer. I was, however, never an
“industrializer”—that is, I retained my role as a radical sociology
professor until I found myself unemployable in the field (at least in
part because of my radical politics) in 1979. I had, nonetheless,
found a useful role as a professor. I wrote a book about how Los
Angeles Teamsters had democratized a bureaucratic local that
became a fount of wildcat strikes and other activism until it was
ambushed during the national 1970 wildcat. In the course of doing
this, I met and interviewed many Teamster former and current
activists, some of whom were stewards, Business Agents or officers
of Local 208 (the local I wrote the book about). My interviews and
observations doing fieldwork for this book provide materials for
many of the poems in this book. The book, Teamster Rank and File,
became useful to TDU and to other worker activists and was sold at
TDU meetings and some other meetings during the 1980s. It has
also been used by labor studies and other professors in their
classes. At a New Year’s party I attended as 2018 turned to 2019,
the head of the New York Marxist Education Project described the
book as a “minor classic.”
As my fieldwork for Teamster Rank and FIle was coming to an

end, I conceived the idea for new research (which I called the
Rebirth of Working Class Socialism Project) in which I would
interview worker radicals who were not industrialized radicals. As I
conducted the project, it became clear that I could not always make
a firm distinction between the two groups—for example, when ex-
student radicals with working class roots took jobs they might well
have taken if they had never become student radicals. In any case, I
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conducted many interviews for this project from 1978 – 1985, and
these are another source of insight for the poems in this book. So, I
might add, have my own experiences in class struggle and my
musings about socialism and how we might create it.
Unfortunately, I experienced considerable unemployment during

the period 1979 – 1983, after which I became employed as a
researcher into HIV/AIDS epidemiology and prevention. This
necessary work grew rapidly to consume almost all my time and
attention. As a result, I published very little from the Rebirth project
interviews. The interviews themselves were filed away in a cabinet
in my basement until I thought of them again in Stephanie Cawley’s
poetry workshop described below as a potential focus of my poetry
project.
I am still active in the movement for socialism and workers power.

2016 rally to support NJ Transit workers. Author is on the left.

Back to the genesis of this booklet: During the Summer of 2020,
amidst the COVID-related social distancing we were learning with
more or less success to tolerate or thrive in, Stephanie Cawley of
Murphy Writing of Stockton University organized a multi-session,
multi-assignment workshop on Extending the Document. This
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workshop asked its participants to write poems based on research
into documents of one kind or another. I came up with three ideas
for such projects, and in discussions with other participants, three
superb poets and workshop leaders (Stephanie Cawley; and JC
Todd and Barbara Daniels, who have led other workshop events I
have attended) all urged me to write on one of them—which
became this booklet. Over the next few weeks, I wrote a lot of
poems on this, and about a dozen workshop participants and
Stephanie gave me feedback on how to improve them. Stephanie
also gave me ideas about how to organize them into a booklet—
some of which I have even acted on. I continued to write and to
work in other ways on this booklet for many months after the
workshop ended.
Backstory and acknowledgements: Before I finish this Preface, I

want to give additional acknowledgments. Some of them are an
essential part of the back-story of this booklet. Starting in 2000, I
have attended the annual Wintergetaway literary workshop and the
tribute it holds to Martin Luther King and the Freedom Movements
every Martin Luther King holiday weekend. They have been
organized by the poet Peter Murphy, originally as a standalone
event held at the Grand Hotel in Cape May. Later, this event and
various one-day workshops moved to the Atlantic City area and
became part of Stockton University (as Murphy Writing). These
events taught me an enormous amount and greatly increased my
skill as a poet, and I wrote a number of my best poems at them. I
also met many remarkable, kind and insightful poets, including
Peter, Stephanie, and the two poets I named above, JC Todd and
Barbara Daniels. I also want to thank the members of the Extending
the Document Workshop who gave me advice on how to improve
some of my poems. I have received additional assistance from a
number of very talented writers and activists, some of them
socialists, some of them not. These include:
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I would also like to thank Kevin Anderson, Susan Love Brown,
Chris Butters, Rodney Coates, Nathan Fishman, Dan La Botz, Donald
LaBranche, Scott Neufeld, and David Perlman for suggestions and
critiques about this book.
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Introduction: Youthful fuck-ups

Neither the movement nor this author really knew how to do what
we were trying to do. This introductory section consists of a poem
on this dilemma and a poem, Penance, of respect, apology and
atonement for the workers’ who shared their experiences with me.
Neither they nor I ever expected that it would lead to a book of
poetry, particularly since I have made little previous use of the
interviews for the Rebirth project.1

A somewhat light-hearted time-line of aspects of the author’s life
relevant to his efforts to help build a socialist movement appears at
the end of this book.

1 The interviews did let me develop and publish about the ways workers’ and
others in this society have their dignity attacked on an almost-daily basis. See
the Notes on Friedmans’ writings at the end of this book.
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Youthful fuck-ups of the 1970s

We didn’t know
what the fuck we were doing,
but somehow

we did it well.

A good theory, I guess,
and a few quick learners
to teach the rest of us
not to fuck up
too badly.

But despite it all,
despite massive strikes,
and a degree of healthy radicalization,
our longed-for workers’ rebellion
was squashed by State violence and the joblessness of an
engineered recession.

And yet—
we left a precious residue,*
memories and organizations
that yet survive,
necessary nuclei
for our final desperate chance
in these disease-driven climatic-climax years
for struggles that may even let
humanity
survive.
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*For example, we started Labor Notes, which is still both a newsletter and an
organization helping rank and file workers fight their employers. Consider this
quote from Labor Notes, July 2020, in an article bidding farewell to one of its
editors, Samantha Winslow:

…the best thing Labor Notes has done this decade is a project she nurtured
from its infancy: the United Caucuses of Rank-and-File Educators. Sam has
worked closely with many of the most dynamic teacher activists around the
country to develop this network.

They were doing Zoom calls long before the pandemic made Zoom calls
cool. Educators from dozens of locals come to UCORE to troubleshoot, pass
around the best ideas, and develop their tactics, strategies, and demands—
from bread-and-butter fights over class size and wages to bigger issues like
racism and affordable housing—plus how to run for office and transform your
union.

This network was soon at the center of what’s now the hottest sector of the
labor movement, as teachers’ groundbreaking strikes changed the national
landscape. Nurses, higher education workers, and postal workers are now
working with Labor Notes to develop their own similar networks.
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Learning the ABCs of working class struggles

The poems in this section mainly reflect on my experiences
conducting research on Los Angeles Local Freight Drivers Local 208
of the Teamsters Union. Another poem is about the first day of a
strike I was involved in shortly after I moved to New Jersey from
LA—a period during which I was still very much involved in
analyzing my notes from the research and also just getting started
in organizing an International Socialists chapter in New Jersey.
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Penance

What a treasure trove of human decency
I buried unknowing in basement files
of interviews from years long-gone.
Heroes, sheroes, all shared
fears, lives, and deepest thoughts
with me, but I,
in time of career confusion,
deep-sixed their words
in my cellar files, unopened over decades.

Let these poems radiate my penance
and my hopes for a long-needed revolution
to lay this dying, killing capitalism
beneath the deposits of
unreeling time
so women, men, and other species
may live
and never need to smile
at bosses who despise them
in their rightful fear
of losing their awful, needed job.
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Whose rules?

As we walk
through the sunlit, ever-dusty yard
at the PMT Terminal,2

trucks roar around us,
while forklifts rattle noisily inside

Archie reminisces about his years as a steward here
before the wildcat,
before the Trusteeship
that stole stewards’ power,
before he was elected Local President
when workers broke the Trusteeship’s back.

He tells me that PMT had been
a fortress of brutality.
Its terminal manager trampled workers’
lives and rights
into Los Angeles’s smoggy dust.

As a steward, Archie fought back,
pushed forward always by workers’ driving anger.
He recalled in laughing nostalgia
a meeting where he screamed arguments
at the terminal managers’ screaming face--
and the tyrant’s heart spasmed.
Half-guiltily, half-grinning,
Archie stood above the brutal despot lying on the floor
as Archie shouted

2 PMT stood for Pacific Motor Transport, which was one of the largest freight firms
in Los Angeles in the 1970s.
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“Die! You bastard!
Die!”
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Field work

I listened in wonder when
Alex first told of bobtailing his load
from PMT to Tarzana,
or John T recalled his years
being dispatched from the hiring hall
to haul doubles from the City of Industry
to West LA,
or Mannie Labastida moaned about
break-bulk barns that
stole the Local’s jobs.

Within a year, I could toss these terms
of drivers and their daily struggles
like a juggler’s balls,
one, two, three, even more,
flying scintillating beneath the smoggy light
but my renditions rang facile in my ears
since I had not grimaced through hernias while piling packages
the pains of potholed kidneys,
nor daily harassment by dispatchers
that made their lingo sing.

Home Planet News Online #5. 2018
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Laws make liars of us all

At lunch, Alex and I talked about the wildcat
that had shut the city’s freight-work down,
ten weeks when nothing moved,
trucks and warehouses silent,
downtown freeways bereft
of tractor-trailers’ roar.

Alex sipped one beer too many,
said “we” instead of “they.”

I wonder what Alex thought
as he lay in bed that night

Did he sleep at all?
Did he dream of lawsuits
like poisoned sugarplums
when local union staff abet a wildcat strike?
He never told me.

And I never blabbed.

Earlier version, Home Planet News On-Line
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becoming other

As hundreds of ex-student radicals
flocked into industry,
they transformed their un-calloused hands, unready tongues,
and uncertain fears of imagined horrors ahead
into truck drivers, wrench-wielders scurrying
as half-assembled auto bodies rush past,
or Revlon workers watching bottles of aromatic lust whiz by,
all always battling boredom, always tired,
and always craving their next break.
Some thrived, but some flopped like dolphins
running marathons on a sun-bathed beach.

My path was other,
both familiar and bizarre,
as a researcher inventing skills
I had never been taught
while fearing rejection
by the activists of
Teamster Drivers’ Local 208.

My first ordeal was a presentation
to the stewards.

Their vote would determine
if my project
lived or died.

I drove 40 miles one night to their hiring hall,
a mile down a dusty road from the Freeway.
The first question a steward asked
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was worded in religious metaphors, leaving me gaping like a
beached carp
before Alex explained that the steward had simply asked,
“Which side are you on?”

Later, I attended a meeting for John T’s insurgent campaign
to become an officer in the Teamsters Joint Council
for the Los Angeles Basin.
John T was a radical black Business Agent,
a hell-raiser of sorts during the years of wildcat strikes,
a well-known supporter of the ten-week wildcat
that shut freight in Los Angeles,
and a supporter of the grape boycott
that Teamsters officials and their goons
were scabbing on with clubs and chains.
John T was my first sponsor in the Local
and had asked me to help his campaign,
which I willingly did.
But at this meeting, Scottie,
a big-muscled driver and Stalinist sectarian
with Clydeside worker roots, beer belly,
and brogue,
called me a spy
for the self-same hated bureaucrats
the campaign was fighting.
He and his sidekick Kenny kept at me,
driving me to call him out, invite him outside,
and take a savage beating—
until John T told Scottie to shut up,
saving me the beating
and him his campaign.
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Or the day I spent
watching Archie
fight managers over grievances
at a couple of trucking barns.
Afterwards, he asked me to lunch
at his neighborhood deli.
After we were seated in a booth for six
with three or four drivers
in the air-conditioned cool darkness—
needed respite on a sunny Los Angeles summer afternoon—
he suggested, “Sam, order the open green
enchiladas. They’re the best,”
and my insecurity forced me to meet this gut check gauntlet.

As I ate the green burning flame,
I smiled and chatted,
then ordered a coke to go
as a stomach soother
on the long hot drive to home.
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When I was 32

When I was 32,
two months on the job,
and the new guy in my town,
knowing very few,
teaching on a campus
32 miles from home,
driving the Garden State
with the morning sun,
driving home under stars
as nights grew slowly colder,
promising some snow-days
— they called a strike.

Monday, 5 a.m.
Creep from home,
drive the empty Parkway north,
Route 3 west then down Valley Road.
Park across the street
so I won’t have to scab the line
to go home.
I am the first there, and wait alone
holding my sign on the side of the road
unsure
whether I’ll ever work again
at a paying job.
But then my fellow teachers come, signs in hands,
one here, two there, ‘til scores
of signs danced in the pre-Thanksgiving air,
“On strike, shut it down.”
Eight days on the line,
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meeting new friends,
cops hot and cold
sometimes friendly,
but always supporting the employer’s rights
while the traffic backed up for a mile
and students and faculty learned
three years’ of lessons every day.
On strike!
Living free!
Walking together,
toeing our line,
not the bosses’.

Version 3 was published in Canadian Dimension, 35; 1(January/February, 2001):
p. 46. Reprinted Poems Niederngasse: The Journal of Winning Poetry.

September/October 2005
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Trembles, 1973

A Teamster Business Agent drives me
through the freeway smog
to a meeting with some barn’s drivers.

The road trembles his full-sized car.
Freight car after dirty freight car
rumble past.
bearing row after row of pigs encaged.
Their squeals are barely audible over the trains’ roar and clatter,
and their aromas are out-odored by the sulfur
of a City of Industry
workday’s
dawn.

That evening, my friends and I discuss yet again
how our organization might survive a coming socialist schism.
Our chests’ ache
from autos’ and industries’
exhalations
silence our heartache
at the coming split,

as our youthful hopes flare like refineries’ emissions,
but our despairs suck us down like riptides
in the nearby ocean.Factional enmity has come together, erecting
anger piece by piece
like the careful assembly of a freight train
clash by clang by clash,
and we come apart in a night of stealing
that which we had built
from the rooms where we had built it.
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Organizing a New Jersey Branch of the International
Socialists

In 1974, my wife, daughter and I moved to New Jersey. I soon began
to organize a branch of the International Socialists there and to
recruit radical workers to it. This effort was fairly successful until the
late 1970s when the radical movement was stymied nationally and
the IS (and its NJ Branch) went through another split and I left the
organization. I continued to be involved in rank and file work
around occupational safety and health, Labor Notes, and other
working class and radical politics for some years into the 1980s.

This section contains poems on the people I worked with while
building the NJ Chapter and on the experience of doing so.
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Elizabeth, NJ—or Standing Fast

Dedicated to Harvey Swados when he was young

As this train passes through
Elizabeth,
I think back forty years to the ‘70’s,
when Mary Ann, Stuart and Larry lived here
and Howard, Richie and I
wrote leaflets and shop papers with them,
distributed Convoy, UPSurge and Workers Power
at trucking barns, auto plants and the college where I worked.
Through these years of planning revolution,
our hopes were high, until they finally slipped away
like an ebbing tide.

But was simply a cyclical tide?

Or rather a life-long fade-away
in which the crashing waves of potential change
transmuted into a rancid swamp
where all thoughts of human renewal
rotted like the floating body of a half-eaten crab?

Or perhaps even the receding waters that foretell a
tsunami?
A rushing uprising of rage and determination
to salvage Elizabeth
and all the world around her?

That long-awaited final conflict*
where our soaring thought and anger
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confront the arrogant greed and power
that bake our planet and force us to labor
at jobs that grind us?

That conflict where no one knows

which side will win?*

* From The Internationale. The Charles Kerr English version chorus reads:

'Tis the final conflict;
Let each stand in his place
The International working class
Shall be the human race!
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Was I a recruiter for Don Quixote?

My ears stood open to
the earnest searching of Mary Ann,
thin, serious, fun-loving and determined,
whose lilting words
dispatched trucks here, there, hither, thither
to feed packages to airplanes' waiting bellies,

and then to win drivers for revolution.

My ears recoiled at first
from Stuart's cynicism,
a well-earned doubt based on his years of defeat,
from seeing friends' hopes
turn to sectarian wrangling.
But my open listening
and what we were actually doing
won Stuart back to hope,
to organizing other workers in his warehouse
to speak,
to fight,
to rebel.

My ears welcomed the laughter
of tall, agile, and joyous Larry,
his thoughts and questions
as we discussed the Spanish revolution
on the steps of my home
near a wheat field in Piscataway,
his thoughts of why prices soar and nations fall,
his questing lust
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for workers' risings.

And as Larry and Stuart and I
met in coffee shops to plan
shop bulletins,
and they, Mary Ann, Howard and I
talked Teamster politics
and how UPSurge and TDU were organizing
workers’ power,
we could taste our growing hope
like oatcakes
for Rosinante’s equine lips.

But although we listened, loved, and offered solace,
the economic crawl-down
and the politicians’ and other corporate leaders’
soldiers, cops and racist ethics of rabid hyenas
steamrolled hope,
steamrolled resistance,
steamrolled solace,
steamrolled solidarity.

Was I then but a recruiter
for a hopeless Don Quixote,
a misleader of friends,
a windmill scrambler of dreams?
So some one-time comrades say,
after our decades of failure,
decades
of woe.

But listen, just listen . . .
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as we near the ends of our frustrated lives,
I can now join again as workers strike,
as whole communities rebel against cops’ killings,
and I hear a new talk of change, of organizing workers’ power,
and whispers of
revolution.
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“Fucked”—It makes you bitter

“Fuck Communism!”
blazoned the poster
on the kitchen wall where young women
lived on the floor above
where we student lefties roomed
that movement summer of ‘64.

A baker’s dozen years later,
I distributed Workers Power newspapers
in heat, snow and rain
for spare change or a donation
at the UPS gates
where the Raritan Arsenal once tested ordnance
on a New Jersey riverside swamp.
Sometimes I sold
one or two, sometimes ten.
I had some regular fans, becoming friends,
and one or two who cursed,
“Fuck you, Commie!”

But when management hassled me
one Winter 6 a.m.,

I sold 25,

and all the workers,
even the “Fuck You!” few,
waved, smiled and honked
as they drove their brown vans
to start their delivery days.
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John Franklin was a tall Teamster steward,
Scout Master for L.A. neighborhood kids,
and a veteran of the 10-week knock-down wildcat
strike of 1970,
and of its betrayals. John told me, “I built my route up,
delivery by delivery,
but the company then
destroyed it.”

When I asked Mike
Garrone about dignity
a few years later,
he told me
“I am a skilled tradesman.
We all hate GM, but I want to do
the job right. I want to be proud of it,
but they won’t let you. It makes you
bitter.”

My friend Bob, a socialist worker
from another sect,
sometimes asked me
to stand on the tidy green lawn at American Can
and leaflet the incoming shift
where he worked the line.
On summer afternoons,
the line would aspire to top its quota of
120 degrees Fahrenheit,
but perspiring supervisors still
sped the line up a notch
in their lust for more production.
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Bob often yelled “Fuck Capitalism!”
in this sweated heat,
and the other workers re-sounded
“Fuck Capitalism!”
loud among the clacking cans.
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UPSurge

Mary Ann and I would drive together,
and sometimes Howard too,
from Elizabeth to Queens
for our monthly “Teamster fraction” meeting
with Joe N. and other IS members.
Joe was tall, Polish American, a long-time truck driver
and an activist with deep socialist views.
At these meetings, we discussed the Barn and Yard Newsletter
we helped produce and distribute
for New York area Teamsters,
or problems the companies were making for their workers,
various rank and file activities fraction members took part in,
national politics, national IS initiatives,
and how good the snacks were
on which we dined.

And then one evening,
in a venue and city I cannot recall,
I was in the audience as Joe spoke
to a crowded,
rapt
socialist meeting.

He told us that insurgent workers at the Big Brown Machine
where he and Howard worked
were planning a national newspaper
of sass and slowdowns,
wildcat strikes, Teamster Kings,
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stupidvisors’ brutalities,
and of workers’ meetings to fight these two Machines.

Joe asked for ideas about how to make this work,
how to ask workers for articles,
how to raise funds,
what to name the newspaper,
and what workers they might recruit
for their budding, building force.

I sat silent in the audience,
thinking how cut off I was and how little I could contribute,
but idly mulled titles for this workers’ Daily News,
thought about the urges that daily humiliation brewed,
how workers’ anger surged when a stupidvisor called them
“Boy,” or groped the breast of those he saw as “girls,”
and how the paper might help these feelings to unite
at this company of infamous name.

Later, when I talked with Joe
about my idea for what to name the newspaper,
he mused about its multiple meanings. They would grow
on people, and maybe help the people grow as well.

Early women leaders of UPSurge
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Fish story: A tale of “Tasks and Perspectives”

Our socialist leaders believed devoutly
in their annual crystal balls,
20 page documents of arcane analysis
that foresaw the future,
the coming of slumps, recessions, and recoveries,
but falsely foretold strike waves and the rise of worker socialism
in the entrails of the organic composition of capital,
a few eyes of newt,
and the howls of running dogs.
These auguries energized us
despite our doubts
to years of selfless toil,
in which we organized miracles,
laid the base for future struggles still unseen,
but then floundered for two generations
before the wizardly crafts of capitalist prophets
to bait a politics
of class- and race-based hate.
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Poetic reconstructions of interviews with radical worker
activists

This section consists of poems reflecting on my interviews with
worker activists in my political organizing and my research on
Teamster activists and on the Rebirth project. Some of the poems
are composed almost entirely of different statements radical worker
activists made during my interviews or other activities with them.
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Kicking capitalist ass

In a steel mill
rife with cancer,
Mike Olszak reveled
in “kicking capitalist ass.”
He worked there eleven years
before the layoffs,
the last four
as his department’s
union health and safety guy.
Socialist by gut and brain,
troublemaker
from working class Trenton streets,
he led three walkouts,
bewildered management, won many gains
for workers’ health.
He watched his friends grow gumption,
feel “like they was something,”
so they would “wash their hands” and walk off the job
“at the drop of a hat.”
He sat in rooms with company reps,
and would have been “happy
to blow their brains out. And some
union people too.”

As an activist, he said,
“Every day, you’ve got to be ready for
confrontation. A constant go-for-the-throat approach.
It’s a war zone, with no compromise.”

So I thought of Mike,
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and the thousands of Mikes throughout
the working class
even in these COVID days

when I heard two nurses talk of how
their hospitals cry poverty
despite their billions in the bank
so nurses must fight for every single face mask,
while management and the virus revel
every time they can stifle workers’ throats—

and how these nurses also organized,
also walked on strike, and also
kicked capitalist ass.

Nurses and other workers from Jacobi Medical Center
demonstrated twice in the past month, for personal protective
equipment and against an unfair sick leave policy. Photo: Dave
Sanders / NYSNA, cropped from original. This strike was
organized, in part, by Sean Petty, a socialist nurse who is a part
of the stream of organizing that links back to the IS of the 1970s.
At least one of the nurses mentioned in the poem above has
similar links.
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Dis Belief

Mary Ann told me: The company execs thought
of the Newark hub as weird, as a cancer. One
time, a San Francisco big shot was at our freight
office when someone came on shift. The big shots
always came on as nice guys, so he greeted the
man coming on shift with a handshake and said
he hoped we would all get along fine. The worker
said, “Blow it out your asshole, you
motherfucker.”

…but I think that somewhere
in their suit-contained hearts,
they really believe,
truly believe their reasons why
their wishes, their padded egos
and padded-ass salaries
“help the company to compete”
so our jobs don’t go
“bleep.”

Sometimes, we shuck and jive and feed their
conceits
out of fear or strategic choice—but when pushed,
or in a whimsical mood—
we greet their proclamations of good will
with gross profanity,
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or support fellow workers they attack
even if we hate them.

As their actions create
“Them and Us,”
we learn to breathe
Solidarity.
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We came to feel diminished

Like me, Pierre lost his job at the end of ’82,
spent eleven months seeking work,
powerless
beneath the choices of unwitting gods.
We came to feel diminished
in others’ eyes,
puttered endless days at home
to avoid others’ pity,
others’ gaze.
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The soul of soulless conditions

Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature,
the heart of a heartless world,

and the soul of soulless conditions.3

I lost my job at the end of 1982, and was unemployed for ten and a
half months. In that time, I came to feel diminished in my and
others’ eyes. Unemployment, to me, is the worst fate you can have.
I was at the mercy of the system, powerless and scared. … I have
come to respect priests a lot, and have been toying with the idea of
becoming an activist Marxist priest.4

They are killing us every day. If that is what it takes, taking up
arms… My Dad, who is 76 years old now told me a couple of years
ago that his life was spent, but he saw how he got cheated out of
his life.5

I planned to be a nun. It seemed peaceful and good to be close to
God, seemed like a vocation for me. But then I met boys and drifted
away.6

When I first became radical, I wanted to be in charge of tearing
down all the churches. I hated religion.7

3 Karl Marx. A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right.
4 Interview with Phil.
5 Interview with Pete Camarata
6 Interview with Jackie
7 Interview with Ed
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…the terrible dehumanization that goes on in this system…
people … are killed on the inside. It is horrible to see people that are
the victims of this battle. The class struggle that goes on. I know so
many guys that struggled with the Teamsters and lost their jobs or
were blackballed. Some of them end up killing themselves or
drinking themselves to death. They lose all the respect of their
children and of their families, it is terrible. 8

Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the expression of
real suffering and a protest against real suffering.9

In high school, I wanted to be a nun. My need to seek
justice and truth, that’s part of my Catholic
background.10

I joined the International Socialists on my birthday, September 2, in
1976. My rank and file friends cried because they thought I was
going to Hell because I joined the IS.11

I believed in the kind of society where people would do things
collectively and where there is some kind of essential planning. I
have always believed in that from the real idea of just what
Christianity is all about.12

I had a certain amount of class hatred deep inside me that found
expression. That was why these politics fell into place. 13

8 Interview with Pete Camarata
9 Karl Marx. A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right.
10 Interview with Jackie
11 Interview with Pete Camarata
12 Interview with Pete Camarata
13 Interview with Pete Camarata
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I understood that Jesus was a revolutionary.14

God can keep you going.15

Pete Camarata in 1976

14 Interview with Pete Camarata
15 Interview with Pierre
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Kindness, 1984

Many in my activist generation,
and many socialist organizers,
suffered beatings. Some died.

My cousin’s ex was killed
by Ku Klux guns in Greensboro.
My friend Jack was knifed in an Atlanta airport john,
but lived to write brilliant books about
Black struggles and Polish strikes.

My risks merely led to “almosts”
which I recall in chats and poems.

But yesterday, as I read my research notes,
I remembered an event long forgotten:

Returning to my hotel after interviewing Jackie,
a radical organizer of women workers at Boston U,
I was attacked among the litter and glitterati of Boston’s Prudential
Square,
by mace-squirting muggers
who saw this barely employed socialist sociologist
as a source of desperately needed cash.

So today, reminiscing of Ku Klux hatred,
repression, desperation, the confusion they breed,
and the various risks socialists run,
I ponder back to the kindness of friends
when I stumbled half-blinded
through hotel doors,
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saw Sam and Selma standing there.
They washed my eyes
and talked me to stability
through their friendly words,
and lent me courage to face yet another day
in this decaying world.
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I ache to know

As I re-read Pierre’s words
after almost 40 years,
see again his sincerity, his fear,
his father’s death from asbestos breathed at work,
his Mom’s terror that their home might be seized,
and his activist courage
despite his dread,

I ache to know
how he has fared
as he’s aged from 25 to 51.

Did his family lose their home?
Did he become a suit?
or a Marxist worker priest,
as he then dreamed?
Wife? Kids?
Alcohol? Drugs?
Get a job
on the union,
become a wistful pie-card16

reminiscing of his idealistic youth?

And in these days of COVID,
resurgent strikes,

16 Pie Card is an old union slang and term of contempt to describe people for
whom the union card was primarily a source of income and who had become
too cynical to believe in union principles.
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and Black Lives Matter,
has he returned to his teen-age
white supremacy?

Or might I meet him
at some picket line
and find his hopes and loves
still align with mine?
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What the radical workers thought of “us”

In many of my interviews, radical workers (some of them members
or deeply involved with the International Socialists, Labor Notes, or
Teamsters for a Democratic Union) told me their views of socialist
“industrializers” who had taken working class jobs for political
reasons. These poems relate some of their experiences and ideas.
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Getting physical

Bob was an activist Teamster,
lifelong socialist, and a good friend
to many
in my socialist sect.
But he fully trusted only Pete,
a driver with lifelong
Detroit working class roots.
When their activism got the “industrializer” would-be workers fired,
he said,
their college degrees or parents
would let them land
on well-heeled feet.
But workers like him and Eileen,
or Pete, would land on their backs
—as Bob and Eileen were now learning
after being axed.

And another thing, he said,
the ex-students were too much into
laws and procedures.
Bob wanted to do away with lawyers and judges,
they decide it all.
“We have to get physical,
like my grandpa did in Toledo when
the Autolite workers and the unemployed
beat the scabs.”
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Coming home

Like other women worker activists,
Mary Ann told me that she had really wanted
to be a nun,
even corresponded with a convent,
seeking community and a life
where everyone treated everyone
with respect.
But after she quit her wasteland high school,
she drifted away from her youthful dream,
found religion bored her, spent some months living in a campaign
office
seeking votes for a local pol.
She went from job to job,
couldn’t find a single place with a union
that would hire her,
ended up typing hunt and peck
and filling forms
for airfreight.
Before long, she organized a union there.
Took a class about unions and work,
somehow someone said she should seek me out.

Later, she told me that when we talked of socialism,
it felt like the reality of her religious dreams,
like coming home.
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A worker’s voice

I’ve always been
a trouble-maker,
I despise
bosses. They wreck beautiful things
for ugly money.

When I got married,
I got radical for real. I hate
the world
my kids
will grow up in. It churns
my guts to think about.

So when I met a socialist professor
at community college, all this
crystallized, came together
real clear.
But I don’t really feel welcomed
by the prof and his educated friends.
I feel awkward with them. I’m more comfortable
with other workers, where I don’t have to watch
my grammar or my words.

Why am I not doing more?
It feels like butting my head against
the side of my company’s truck.
Being radical can be lonely. If only I had
just one radical worker in my neighborhood,
I could do so much more!
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Ebb Tide in the Class Struggle, 1983 - 2011

Between the early 1980s and 2011 (or a few years later), both
working class activism and my involvement with it ebbed.
(Although I did organize a local union with many scores of members
and a contract at the nonprofit health research organization where I
worked as an AIDS researcher.)
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Ebb Tide in the Class Struggle

While my daughter sleeps off her chemo
at this Adirondack resort,
evergreens’ aura cools the August air
while the sun glows phosphorescent
near the diamond-freckled lake.

Clouds scoot bug-like
over the lake-skin, whitening its glisten
which blues like my mood
as the clouds head home for lunch.

Each cabin has its car,
new or aging, but at least whole,
as do the summer homes
of the owner and manager,
and those who come to dine
through the darkness
at the resort’s four star inn
while diamonds twinkle twinkle
their yellow, blue, red and orange
in the lake beneath
my daughter’s evening eyes.

The handymen and waitresses drive by
every day, twice a day,
and the shingles on the cabins
grimace rusty recognition
to their rusted-out sedans.

Sensations Magazine, 2002 (Spring): 17.
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Martin'sDay, 1995

As children and grown-ups savor a so-short respite
from the work-demands that devour their lifetimes
and that grow hungrier every year,
every week,
every day,
and every hour,
and long for a freedom that is never NOW,
the King is no longer Martin
but Fear.

King Fear sits astride our lives,
rules our hours,
rules our cities,
rules our hopes.

Injustice thrives.
Starvation and infectious diseases run amok
like Klansmen
and we sigh our relief just to have time off
for Martin's day.
No bus boycotts.
No sit-ins.
No marches.
We sit paralyzed by fear
fear of stepping forward
alone
fear of putting our bodies on the line
yet again
(after so many times)
but being ignored
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or being thrown away
and nobody caring,
no collective outrage,
no collective marches,
no collective anything,
. . . no collective . . .
just the hidden slinking
the quiet erecting of walls
so there is no "we"
but only a slow wafting in the air
of the aromas of fear
and the non-shuffle in the underbrush
of the feet that did not march.

San Fernando Poetry Journal, accepted for publication but never published
because the magazine folded.
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Martin'sDay 1996—hope amidst the rue

While wily winter winds
whisper down December dusks,
we despair for the light,
mourn for our smovement half-remembered,
sigh nostalgic for the lucidity of our long-gone past.

On the icy moonless nights of late December,
our brothers and sisters pull discarded gift-wrappings
around their unwashed bodies,
seeking sleep
in doorways locked against them.
Caterpillar workers crawl back to crippled work after four years
rather than shedding the cocoon
of capitalist-business-unionism-as-usual.
Television cheerleaders in Armani dresses
intone about tax cuts, balanced budgets, and the frigid gales of
international competition.
Orion and the red-tinged eye of the Bull
reflect off the roofs of icy police vans
as cops dispense tough love
to the homeless.

By Martin'sDay, a glimmer of light appears
when we awaken to dig the news
out from soot-covered snow,
as bitter failures finally drive shards of awareness
through our rationalizations, denials, and mental incapacities.
To the East in a France of three million workers striking,
in the Northern strikes of Alberta and Ontario,
in the South of Chiapas,
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hints of a returning sun shimmer the January morn
of Martin'sDay, 1996,

while we weep in the sleet
for our wasted years,
our errors of moderation,
our fallen companions
and our ill-fated organizing
that allowed the icy gnomes of bottom-line arrogance
to shatter the movements and friendships of youth.

San Fernando Poetry Journal, accepted for publication but never published
because the magazine folded.
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Workers with cups in their hands, 1997

Year after year,
brown trucks tear through New Brunswick streets,
and trains rattle overhead.
Rashid stands cup in hand below these tracks,
anxious to avoid cops’ angry eyes
Workers on their morning commute
carefully place dollars in his cup
to alleviate his daily fast.

Little has changed
in this daily routine
over twenty years of talk shows and sneering.
Academics still talk approvingly of computerization
and of scrap heaps for workers,
sneer at workers as helpless, mindless yahoos,
at truck drivers as beer-spilling boozers.
They drove me from universities
for writing of Teamsters
as thinkers and doers
instead of as pawns to the Mob
or landfill for post-modernizing behemoths,
mocked me for naming “UPSurge,”
a newspaper for brown-covered drivers,
derided my 5 a.m. wake-ups
to chat with workers and sell socialist words
outside the terminals
where drivers start their package-hauling days
and sorters stuff trucks with packages
until hernias or twisted spines
set them free to beg for cash.
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But today, these same professors
who heckled me and rejected my work
mutter in bars about their hopes
for buy-out packages and
early retirement,
wish their unions were stronger
so raises would come.
Their salaries stagnate static while post-modern poets
scribble copy about software at their day jobs.
But all, poets and professors alike,
talk quietly about a rumored new labor movement,
wonder how brown-covered Teamsters
out-maneuvered megacorp,
out-thought computerized internetted UPS,
puzzle at the prowess
of the women and men I chatted with,
sold socialist papers to,
twenty years before.

But in the morning,
Rashid and his friends still hold their cups,
still smile knowingly at each other
and at those few commuters
who stop to chat.
The brown trucks and the railcars
still zoom through New Brunswick,
still driven by workers driven by bosses.
Men and women still sort packages,
still get jostled in train-car aisles
checking on workers’ tickets,
and their bosses or their bosses’ bosses still drive Ferraris
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as they mock both liberal professors
and beer-guzzling yahoos
and toast the Dow in its peripatetic upswings
in single-malt scotch.

Only the hope is new,
only the thoughts,
only the seeds.

Prior version published in Poems Niederngasse: The Journal of Winning Poetry.
September/October 2005
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They have stolen our words

Once the orgasm at the climax of philosophy,
“democracy” now connotes
lawyers, tobacco ads, CIA-choice cocaine,
and atomic bombs in your own back yard.
“Workers” are read as stereotypical rednecks
driving pick-up trucks,
stopping for a beer, gay-bashing, or rape
on their way home from a vanishing job.
The other 90% of us are now termed
“employees.”
Freedom flies on wings of Virginia Slims,
streets with armed guards and gatecards,
and just-say-no,
while wet dreams become the holy grail
of a postmodern sensibility
out of touch with sense, freedom,
workers or democracy.
They have stolen the beard from Marx’s cheeks,
the tongue from Luxemburg’s mouth,
the words from our imaginations,
the hope from our gray-matter eyes—

until tomorrow, when a few million
stereo-non-typical
non-existent
workers
discover that we have been here
ever since whenever,
and our power, democracy, freedom, sense, and sensibility
are realer than the internet’s pulse.

City Belt. February 3, 2007
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Of time and emergence

While honored Scholars seminar about
varying Perceptions of Time,
the sociolinguistics of emergent boundaries,
Culture as a proper noun,
and the semiotic implications of Coca-Cola and porcelain
as signifiers of post-modern identity,
they sip colas from cans stamped by mechanics
whose days are orchestrated
by a Charlie Chaplin on speed,
colas lugged up the stairways of Academe
by herniated drivers whose kidneys are bruised daily
by suspensionless trucks rushing through potholed New Brunswick
streets,
through streets where unscheduled teens chase Time
in 15-minute repetitions of syringe-assisted chemical culture,
while their mothers' sponges tap out the rhythm
of the hours before shift's end
on ever-glistening porcelain toilet-bowls awaiting corporate asses,
and their fathers do Time within boundaries
of moldy cement, do seconds, do minutes, do months, seasons, years,
indeed decades of Time
before they can themselves be emergent from boundaries,
can walk past potholes
to beg a cola, a job, a mop,
and carcinogenic solvents
to scour the floors of each seminar room
once a semester
lest moldy post-modern musings
comprehend need and its angers,
lest they mutate into ideas
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of freedom for
all.

Third prize winner, National Writers Union Poetry Contest, 2002.
News and Letters, a Marxist-Humanist newspaper, December 2003, p. 8
Social Problems Forum: The SSSP Newsletter 34 (Fall), 2003:p. 16.

Poems Niederngasse: The Journal of Winning Poetry. September/October
2005.
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Silence

In a land infected with virtuous disbelief,
where the words of presidents, senators,
jurists and generals
spark only questions
of what scam they are pulling this time,

where employers’ promises of plentiful times
resonate in workers’ minds like omens of pink slips
or unpaid weekend work;

where siren-songs intoning “duty” evoke mutters, gloom
and a despairing silence,

where will the spark come?

Who will be the first to refuse?
the first to strike, disrupt,
seize the offices or shop floors?
which cops, soldiers or militia
will first see themselves in the strikers?
first turn their guns to point at the enemy above?
Who will sing the first anthem of freedom?
Where will we burst through the reigning silence,
shatter their power,
and sing in our billions
new pathways to joy?

Earlier version published as Heated
Words on a Heating World: Poems for a
Future. Central Jersey Coalition against
Endless War.
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Only the crazies make the news

Big-time publishers and TV
exhaustingly quote and extol
the maniacs
with wealth and power
whose main products are the gases
that bake the planet free of life.
Once or twice a year, they air reminiscences of some crazies
who called themselves Left,
whose kidnappings and bombings
helped cops deep-six the movements
of the decades when I was young.

Almost never do they even mention
our organizing,
our still-surviving efforts to cohere a
worker activist left.
Maybe they realize the riskiness
of mentioning us at all.

And so, like Karl Marx’s Old Mole of Revolution,
we work in darkness—
though visible to all who care—and, perhaps,
for now,

we like it that way.
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Looking Forward: What futures? What hopes?

Many of the poems in this section were written during the first six
months after COVID-19 shut down a lot of social activity in the
United States.
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BLM

Today, I listened on Zoom
as hospital workers shared their struggles
with COVID and their employers.
Patients exhaling viruses,
dying strangled for weeks.
Maskless nurses
threading tubes down patients’ throats,
spraying virus-laden spit
to cloud their air.

Nurses of multiple hues
and Black and Brown housekeepers
screaming at management to share
their store-housed PPEs, nurses striking
so their families won’t get sick
and their parents won’t die.

Chicago nurses weave angry waves though Chicago streets
chanting Black Lives Matter, BLM!, BLM!

then puzzle over memos where their employers’
swear solemnly that they agree:
BLM! BLM!

But what were bosses doing
echoing BLM
while hoarding PPE
that Black workers need
to protect their endangered Black lives?
Is this another management
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shuck and jive?
Or perhaps their words are heartfelt?
Perhaps they really mean
their BLM! BLM! . . .this time?

Really mean. . .
their
Bottom
Lines
Matter.
?
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Nightmare of the Common Ruin

Granaries of America wilt besieged
near newly inland beaches.

Starving gleaners’ skin
grows cancers as the only growth
of once-great fruitful plains.

In new–born rainforests
where cotton pickers once bent enchained,
literal leeches dine on remnant escapees
from nuclear earldoms.

In the mildewed pages
of this nation’s one surviving book,
starving ants seek crumbs
atop words Marx once wrote
about class struggles
as the only escape
from common ruin.
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Growing old in a world of sneers

Fifty years. Half a
century,
perhaps a worker’s lifetime
or that of 3 or 4
sequential cats.

Half a century ago, we
tried planting seeds,
not foreseeing the withering droughts ahead,
the years on years
when reaction blossomed
but our seeds grew only sneers,
when to speak our views drew hostility—
or even pity.

We leafletted trucking barns,
wrote articles for underground shop bulletins,
walked picket lines
only to see strikes become rarer
than smokestacks or compassion in a boss’s heart.
We founded a threadbare national rag or two
to spread our news,

and held conferences for some hundred or two
daring souls.
We spread webs of friendships
among worker activists across the land,
worker leaders whose workplaces then folded,
whose activists sometimes simply
disappeared.
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But lately, say the last ten years,
some seeds have sprouted,
our meetings grew to thousands.
Our hopes and struggles,
at first but scattered flowers,
now spread like kudzu
in a changing world.

So maybe, just maybe, we weren’t quite so crazy
as our inner voices sometimes sneered.
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Coercion

I am dreaming of teachers,
millions of teachers
forced into classrooms
teeming with kids,
while viruses streak around them
like students on speed.

Teachers, children, their families

sicken.

Many
die.

Teachers, truckers, nurses, students
meat packers,
grape pickers who have long feared La Migra.
and families and homeless folks
tired of the endless dying,
walk the line shouting
“Shut it down! Let us live!”
Soldiers, to their own amazement,
turning sides.

Cops, politicians and the 1% flee
as the rest of us
build new lives.
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Eruption

There are years that ask questions and years that answer.
~Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God

Today, the general strike closed down
its 145th country
as all the anger erupted
from the lockdowns
when governments and employers
enriched themselves
while workers, the ever-growing homeless
and children--
herded into school by billy clubs--
sickened, coughed and died.

When we erupted, we rushed from our jobs of boredom, overwork,
and disrespect,
banged pots with tablespoons while shouting “Huelga!” or
“The people want…”,
then walked back into the warehouses, offices or Walmarts
to make them our own,
to make plumbing or write songs
for the newly-housed homeless
instead of gaudy cardboard wrapping or
machine guns to control crowds.

In Brazil, Britain, India,
the USA, Russia, China and Europe,
governments have already fled,
and joyous crowds
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have ushered workers and neighborhood struggle councils
to discuss and propose ideas
for the world to vote on.

Now, ex-bosses staff
the wards and change the bedpans
where the lingering sick
will all recover,
and schoolyards echo children’s cheers
as they and teachers decide
how to invert learning
from chore to cheers.

Churches hold memorial services
remembering the virus and the boss-slaughtered dead
and sing Hallelujahs
for the new world we have all begun to build
outside their holy doors.
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Socialists of the ‘70s

We knew the nightmare
intimately
as a lovers’ tongue—
driving frantic through a North Carolina night
from sheriffs’ deputies and their lynch-mob pals,
the numbing teenage years of “suburban bliss,”
friends’ stories of mosquitoes, sweat
and burning flesh in ‘Nam.

Our dreams, like Martin’s,
became chimeric hopes,
abstract visions of worker revolts,
of soldiers who refuse to shoot, and then
turn sides,
of millions seizing buildings and cities,
and of embraces in crowded halls
as a victorious people with worldly power
ponder and argue about
what the hell to do.

And for the last forty years,
we have lived the nightmare,
not the hope.

Is it time now,
to end our bitter sleep?
time again to
dream?



81

Timeline: A semi-poetic light-hearted biographical note on
how I came to do the projects that form the basis for these

poems

April 18, 1959 I attend my first demonstration, the Second
Youth March for Integrated Schools at the age of
16. 26,000 people took part. I conducted my first
act of political poetry—lacking a sign, I saw an
empty box for Byrd Apples next to the sidewalk,
wrote “BOYCOTT” on it, and put it on a stick.
Later in life, people told me they remembered
this sign.

May or June, 1959 I accompany my friend Tom to a meeting of
Washington, DC, CORE. It was my first political
meeting. I had no idea what it would lead to over
the next 60+ years.

March (?) 1960 I go with my new girlfriend, Lois, to picket
Woolworths Dime Store to get it to quit letting
its stores in the South have segregated lunch
counters.

Summer, 1960 Glen Echo picketing against the amusement
park’s Whites-Only policy.

June 30, 1960 My first sit-in when demonstrators at Glen Echo
go through the gates and sit on the Merry Go
Round. Black sit-in participants were arrested.
Whites were not. Glen Echo’s manager offers
some kids money to beat me, but I stare them
down. Later, the whites, including me and Lois
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(who was not threatened) leave the carousel and
re-join the picketing outside the gates.

The ’60s I take part in many organizations and
demonstrations and other activities throughout
this decade and ever since.

Fall, 1964 – 1968 I join SDS in Fall, 1963, and become a leader of
sorts in VOICE-SDS at the University of Michigan
when I go there for graduate school in 1964.

August, 1964 First day of graduate school, I meet Judy
Johnson. We get married May 1, 1966.

Winter, 1965 I lead the VOICE-SDS project to demonstrate at
Chrysler’s Highland Park plant in Detroit against
Chrysler’s involvement in apartheid, South Africa.
We set up Michigan Against Apartheid to do this.
We hold a torchlight demo from Student Union
to the Diag at U of Michigan to build publicity
and support. On March 19, several hundred from
Ann Arbor and the Detroit area picket Chrysler
for several hours. This is the first large demo I
ever organized. It took place during the national
marches around Selma, Alabama; and less than a
month before the April 17, 1965, Washington, DC
demonstration against the Vietnam War that put
SDS on the national map. This was a busy spring
during which my relationship with Judy became
serious. We became engaged in early October.

October 15, 1965 Draft board sit-in against the Vietnam War in Ann
Arbor. My first and (so far) only arrest. Judy (as
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Friedman’s fiancée) and Sarah Mayer (as
Professor Tom Mayer’s wife) serve as chairs of
the bail fund for the 50+ arrestees.

Early December, 1965 Along with all the other male students in the
draft board sit-in, I receive notice that my
student draft deferment has been revoked. This
could have been the first step into the Army and
Vietnam for all of them. National fuss is raised.
Detroit Free Press writes an editorial against this
action, uses me as its case in point for restoring
the students’ deferments. My local draft board in
Washington, DC, is one of the first to cave, to my
and Judy’s relief.

August, 1968 Sam and Judy Friedman move to Los Angeles to
take up sociology faculty jobs at UCLA and USC,
respectively.

September, 1968 Sam Farber, David Epstein and I begin to form a
tight political alliance. In January, 1969, Robert
Brenner becomes one of the group. The others all
see themselves as Marxists already; I eventually
come to see myself that way too. Sometime in
1969, David, Robert and I join Sam Farber as
members of the International Socialists (IS), a
revolutionary socialist group. The poems in this
volume chiefly focus on my and other efforts of
the IS to work with working class activists to
form a (hopefully revolutionary) socialist working
class movement in the United States. Other
noted members of the Los Angeles IS chapter
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during the time I worked with them include Steve
Kindred, who became a major organizer of
Teamsters for a Democratic Union; Johanna
Brenner, who became a noted theorist of socialist
feminism; and Eric Flint, who became a well-
known writer of science fiction. I particularly
enjoy Flint’s alternative history novels.

1969 ff SDS and other groups in the US splinter into
competing sects, each with somewhat different
conceptions of how to transform the United
States (and the world) and different visions of
what they want this to look like. Most of these
groups were some form of Maoists, though some
were social democratic and others more
traditional Stalinist or Trotskyist. The IS was a
mixture of ex-Trotskyists, never-Trotskyists, and
others who saw themselves as having a “Third
Camp” position while also believing that one or
more revolutionary parties are needed for
successful revolution and social transformation to
take place.

Spring, 1970 Ten week wildcat Teamster strike in Los Angeles.
This brings IS members in Los Angeles into
communication with many activist Teamsters in
freight, particularly with activists in Teamsters
Local 208. Contacts developed through this and
other struggles give them and allied groups and
individuals the social basis to start Picket Line, an
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occasional newspaper of and for rank and file
worker activists in the LA Basin.

1971 Through my work on Picket Line, I meet
members of the Marxist-Humanist organization
News & Letters, and subscribe to their newspaper
of the same name. I have maintained a
relationship with Marxist-Humanism ever since.

Late 1972 I develop ideas for two projects that combine
academics with aiding the workers’ movement.
One of these is to write a book about Teamsters
Local 208. The other is to write a book about the
state and dynamics of the rank and file rebellion
of workers in the United States in the 1960s and
1970s. I consult with long-time socialist and labor
activist Stan Weir. (Stan’s unwavering
commitment to socialist values was a prototype
for the character of the fictional “Joe” in Harvey
Swados’ novel Standing Fast.) Stan was a
staunch ally of the IS, and was a friend of mine
for many years. Stan strongly urges me to focus
on Local 208 so I can learn the ABCs of rank and
file movements and working class struggles, and
accurately points out that I did not have the
background and experience to do justice to the
rank and file movement nationally.
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Stan Weir circa 1981

1973-1974 I conduct field work with Teamsters Local 208
rank and filers and officers that becomes the
basis for my first book, Teamster Rank and File. I
travel back to Los Angeles for a week of further
fieldwork in March, 1975, and then conduct a
number of 2 – 4 hour phone calls with Los
Angeles Teamster activists from my home in New
Jersey over the next few years. Given the long
days many Teamsters work, and the three hour
time zone difference, I would start these phone
calls at 11 pm Eastern time (8 pm in Los Angeles).
This cut down on the phone charges, which in
those days went down sharply at 11 pm. It also
meant I drank a lot of tea to stay awake.

Some of the poems in this volume come from my
interactions with Teamsters and other workers
during this period.

August, 1974 Judy, our daughter Cathy, and I move to
Highland Park, NJ. Cathy spent the next two
years improving her walking and talking. I spent
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the next two years as a professor of Sociology at
Montclair State College.

November, 1974 The American Federation of Teachers locals of
eight NJ State Colleges go on strike for almost
two weeks when I had been teaching at Montclair
Strike for about two months. I serve as co-editor
of the Montclair local’s daily strike bulletin. I also
developed somewhat of a reputation as a rank
and file activist during and after this strike.

1974 -1979 I recruit a number of socialist students from
Rutgers Labor Studies and Montclair State
Sociology programs into the IS. I also recruit two
Teamster activists, many of whose words appear
in the poems in this book.

August 23, 1975 I get the idea for a Rebirth of American Working
Class Socialism project on a bus from the San
Francisco airport into the city (where I am to
attend a Sociology Convention.) The view of the
city as the bus came over the hill was particularly
pretty that day.

Summer (?) 1975 At a meeting of the IS, I commit my second major
act of political poetry. At a session on Teamster
organizing, Joe N. was describing how activists at
UPS, led in part by IS members, were planning to
put out a newspaper and use it to organize a rank
and file movement among UPS workers. Joe
mentioned that they were trying to figure out a
name. Friedman stewed about it for a while, then
suggested the name, “UPSurge.” This became the
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group’s name, and Joe and others sometimes
mentioned at large public meetings that
Friedman had created it.

1976 – 83 I have a complicated job history during these
years. I spend a year as a professor at American
University in Washington, DC, commuting home
to NJ on weekends. Then, two years at SUNY
College at Old Westbury. Then about a year and
a half in part time research. Then two years at
Vera Institute of Justice on a project about youth
employment. I spent January – November 1983
unemployed, a very valuable learning experience.

1979 Following several splits in IS, Friedman resigns
along with Sam Farber (who had moved to New
York after not getting tenure at UCLA) and
Florence Dinerstein.

1982 Teamster Rank and File published by Columbia
University Press. Its review by a member in the
journal of a successor organization to the IS is
quite negative due to political differences. The
author of this review apologized to me some
years later for having been sectarian in this
review.

1983 ff. I collaborate with Teamsters for a Democratic
Union and other rank and file activists to make
Teamster Rank and File available at low cost for
those who can make the best use of it—worker
activists. We distribute hundreds of copies this
way.
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December, 1983 I get a research position at National Development
and Research Institutes in New York City, where I
worked until NDRI folded in June, 2019.

1978 – 1985 I interview working class radicals and activists for
what I hoped would become a book on the
Rebirth of Working Class Socialism. I had to give
up that idea in mid-80s due to the increasing
press of work in my new job as a researcher on
HIV/AIDS among people who inject drugs. (At
first, though, the relative freedom of this job let
me conduct a burst of interviews).

Rebirth project Interviews were conducted as follows. Names inside
quotation marks indicate the rightful worries about retribution that
many of these activists feared:

1. May 31 and June 8, 1978 Mary Ann, Teamster steward
whom I had helped recruit to IS

2. July 12 and July 28, 1978 “Saul,” a UPS Teamster activist
whom I helped recruit into IS

3. July 19 and August 2, 1978 “George”
4. August 2, 1978 “Karen”
5. February 6, 1982 Pete Camarata, a then-famous

Teamster activist who had joined
the IS

6. November 7, 1983 Bob H
7. December 13, 1983 “Chuck”
8. December 22, 1983 “Bruce”
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9. December 26, 1983 “Julie”
10. May 29, 1984 Jackie J
11. January 2, 1984 “Vinnie”
12. January 6, 1984 Mike Olszak
13. January 16. 1984 Mike Garrone
14. January 22, 1984 Sue K.
15. January 24, 1984 Jorge R
16. February 6, 1984 Alberta
17. February 8, 1984 “Andy”
18. February 27, 1984 Frank G
19. March 4, 1984 “Stan”
20. March 9, 1984 Dorina L
21. April 4, 1984 “Tom”
22. May 14 and June 12, 1984 “Joan”
23. June 6, 1984 “Pierre”
24. June 14, 1984 Bob J
25. June 14, 1984 Eileen J
26. July 3, 1984 “Phil”
27. November 7, 1984 Diane
28. January 18, 1985 Lewis D
29. May 6, 1985 “Ron”

1983 ff. I became very involved in AIDS-related
research. I work with AIDS activists and
drug user activists of many countries
around many issues. As of this writing, I am
trying to get a book published that
presents a Marxist analysis of the AIDS
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epidemic as a whole and shows what it
implies for the COVID-19 pandemic.

1985 – 1989 I lead an effort by employees at NDRI,
where I worked, to organize a local union
of the Public Employees Federation. This
effort succeeds in 1989, but I am ruled
ineligible for membership because my job
as Principle Investigator is classified as a
management title.

1986 (I think) Commuting by rail to my job as an AIDS
researcher in New York City, and assisted
by the rhythm of the train on the tracks, I
write my first poem in verse form. Another
followed a couple weeks later. Over time, I
became committed to writing poetry and
developed more skill at it.

June 30, 2019 NDRI, where I have worked since 1983,
folds. I get a part-time job as a Research
Professor at NYU Department of
Population Health (at the Medical School)
as a half step towards retirement. Then
COVID-19 hits, and 30% time somehow
becomes 30% of 168 hours a week, or 51
hours.

Summer, 2020 Stephanie Cawley, Director of Murphy
Writing at Stockton State University,
conducts an on-line poetry workshop on
“Extending the Document.” This workshop
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focuses on the use of documents in writing
poetry. I realize that my long-neglected
notes from the Rebirth interviews can
serve as such documents. Later, I realize
that my work in writing Teamster Rank and
File also is relevant, as is my political
organizing work during this period. Many
of the poems in this book were begun as
part of this class. The idea for this book
also grew out of this experience. A big
THANK YOU to Stephanie and to the
participants in this workshop.

September 6, 2020 I read in Labor Notes, “UPS management,
they have a very distinct way of
browbeating people. I think that’s what
they were doing to stewards in the
building, in an effort to divide and
conquer.”
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Notes on Friedman’s other writings

The author has written as a sociologist and a public health
researcher as well as a poet. His writings include:

Poetry
Book

Seeking to make the world anew: Poems of the Living Dialectic. 2008.
Lanham, Maryland: Hamilton Books. (This book came about through
discussions with editors of a Marxist-Humanist book series.)

Chapbooks
Needles, drugs, and defiance: Poems to organize by. North American
Syringe Exchange Network. 1999.

poems of the plague-fighters: voices from the needle-exchange milieu.
Sam Friedman, Mark Kinzly, Denise Oliver, Budd Osborne, Joey
Tranchina (eds). North American Syringe Exchange Network. 2000.

Murders most foul: Poems against war by a World Trade Center survivor.
Central Jersey Coalition against Endless War. 2005.

A Turnpike Utopia: Poems to resist environmental destruction for profit
andwar. Central Jersey Coalition against EndlessWar. 2013.
Grief and Rage: An American Jew’s Poems on Palestine. Central Jersey
Coalition against Endless War. 2015.

Heated Words on a Heating World: Poems for a Future. Central Jersey
Coalition against Endless War. 2019.

Hundreds of poems published in magazines and websites, including
the International Marxist-Humanist Organization and a special
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section of Friedman’s poetry in Poems Niederngasse: The Journal of
Winning Poetry. September/October 2005

Political and academic writings include:
Teamster Rank and File, 1982, Columbia University Press.
Friedman, Sam. What happened in Ukraine? Z-Net. July 6, 2015.
https://zcomm.org/znetarticle/what-happened-in-ukraine/.
Reprinted (with footnotes) at International Marxist Humanist
Organization http://www.internationalmarxisthumanist.org/wp-
content/uploads/imho-article-friedman-20150718.pdf & at Ukraine
Solidarity Campaign
http://ukrainesolidaritycampaign.org/2015/08/03/maidan-and-
after/ and in New Politics.

Papers that came out of the research and activism that
sparked the poetry in this book:
Sam Friedman, Diana Rossi & Gonzalo Ralón (2015) Dignity Denial
and Social Conflicts, Rethinking Marxism: A Journal of Economics,
Culture & Society, 27:1, 65-84, DOI: 10.1080/08935696.2014.980675

Samuel R. Friedman, Milagros Sandoval, and Louie Nikolaidis.
Teamsters for a Democratic Union (TDU). Encyclopedia of Activism
and Social Justice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 2007.

Samuel R. Friedman and Louie Nikolaidis. International Brotherhood of
Teamsters. Encyclopedia of the American Left. Second edition. New
York: Oxford University Press, 1998. p. 367.
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International Brotherhood of Teamsters., Encyclopedia of the American
Left. First edition. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1992. pp. 365-6.

Alienated Labor and Dignity Denial in Capitalist Society., Critical
Perspectives in Sociology, Berch Berberoglu (ed.), Dubuque, IA:
Kendall/Hunt, 1991:83-91.

Labor Aristocracy Theories and Worker Politics, Humanity and Society 10
(May 1986): 121-145.

Worker Opposition Movements,, Research in Social Movement, Conflicts,
and Change, 8 (1985): 133-170.

The Work Process and Worker Mobilization among Teamster Drivers,
Research in Political Economy 7 (1984), pp. 161-183.

Theories of the Labor Market: A Critical Review and Synthesis, in William
A. Darity, Jr., Labor Economics: Modern Views. Boston: Martinus Nijhoff,
1984, pp. 175-128.

Game Theory and Labor Conflict: Limits of Rational Choice Models,,
Sociological Perspectives 26 (October, 1983), 375-397.

The theory of the labor aristocracy. Against the Current, Fall 1983 (Old
series: Vol. 2, No. 3), pp. 24-33.
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Informal Work Groups: Invisible power in the workplace: An exchange: by
Sam Friedman and Stan Weir. Against the Current, Spring 1982 (Old
series: Vol. 1, No. 4), pp. 45-48.

Changes in the Trucking Industry and the Teamsters Union: The
Bonapartism of Jimmy Hoffa. The Insurgent Sociologist 8 (Fall, 1978):
52-62.

Social Change and Rank-and-File Newspapers, The Insurgent Sociologist
4 (Winter, 1974): 55-57.

Plus several books and approximately 550 other articles, mainly on
topics in public health and epidemiology, but also on the sociology of
racism, ideas about what socialism might look like, and other social,
economic and political topics.
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Excerpts from a 1981 letter to the author:

“Virtually every book coming out that talks about the Teamsters
Union focuses almost exclusively on the gangsterism, the
corruption, and misdeeds of the upper levels of the union
bureaucracy. The two million rank and file drivers, dockworkers who
make up the union are hardly mentioned at all or are viewed as
poor, pathetic, powerless victims. Sam Friedman’s new book…is a
welcome departure from that total misconception... His book
focuses on how ordinary working Teamsters, in this case mostly
truck drivers from Local 208 in Los Angeles, had the drive, the
intelligence, and the courage to make substantial changes in their
local union and in their relations with their employers. What makes
that rebellion so significant is that it foreshadowed another larger
and growing rebellion …that had its roots in the Teamster wildcat of
1970….

“…his historical account is well worth reading and the method of
analysis is useful. We both agree that analyzing our actions has
been key to the limited success we have had building the rank and
file movement in the Teamsters….

“Sam, we thank you for your efforts and are grateful that you found
our struggles worth writing about.

For the Rank and File

Douglas J. Allan Peter J. Camarata
Teamsters Local #208 Teamsters Local #299
Co-Chair International T.D.U. Co-Chair International T.D.U.”


