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"I Dreamed I Went to Work":

Southern Unionism and Transnational Organizing in the Mid-Twentieth Century Lingerie Industry(
Melanie Shell-Weiss


Recent scholarship on transnational activism has broken important ground by exploring the ways social movement organizations mobilize individuals and groups in a variety of international contexts. By charting the migration of ideas and historical actors across national boundaries, the best of these works throw the macro-level structures that shape this movement into stark relief. Yet scholars are only beginning to apply these transnational analyses to labor movements.
 To borrow the words of Charles Tilly, "Floods and revolutions have no natural boundaries; observers draw lines around them for their own analytical convenience."
 Labor historians for much the same reason have neglected Florida. As a magnet for migrants from across the hemisphere, Florida is neither typically "southern" nor "northern." It is a place where both meet. Thus, Florida provides an ideal framework for exploring how class and trade-based identities were forged and mobilized across lines of state and nation. 


This chapter focuses on the efforts of the International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union (ILGWU) to forge a unified labor movement among lingerie workers in Florida and Puerto Rico between 1949 and 1969. As such, it provides a prelude to the types of new labor internationalism that have developed over the past few decades across the Southern Hemisphere.
 In the wake of the Spanish-American War, the United States Congress assumed ultimate power in making laws and shaping trade relations affecting the people of Puerto Rico. Puerto Ricans were made U.S. citizens with the passage of the Jones-Shafroth Act in 1917. They were free to move between the island and mainland. But in other respects, Puerto Ricans were treated as a foreign people. As the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in a series of decisions on trade restrictions, Puerto Rico "belongs to but is not part of" the United States.
 Neither wholly foreign nor domestic, Puerto Ricans were thus denied economy-wide minimum wage protections, full political representation in the federal government, and sovereign power on the island. 


This in-between status changed little over the mid-twentieth century, despite efforts by Puerto Rican nationalists to become a wholly independent nation-state. On July 3, 1950, the U.S. Congress passed Public Law 600, which created the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico and allowed the nation to establish its own constitutional government. But as the wording of the law itself made clear, "the measure would not change Puerto Rico's fundamental political, social, and economic relationship to the United States."

Like the European empires of the 19th century, this inherently unequal arrangement had significant implications for colony and métropole alike.
 Nowhere was this clearer than in the mid-twentieth century lingerie industry.

The Maidenform Empire


In 1949, Maidenform launched a new advertising campaign targeted at "the modern" woman.
 Using the tagline, "I Dreamed..." one particularly long-running example featured a woman in a pink, bouclé skirt and high heels, perched on the edge of her desk with her head thrown back, phone held to one ear, pencil tucked behind the other. She wore nothing above the waist, except for a brassiere. The heading read, "I dreamed I went to work in only my Maidenform bra."
 [See Figure 1.a] The full-page, color advertisements were printed in Vogue, Harper's Bazaar, Ladies Home Journal, McCall's, Good Housekeeping, and Parents' Magazine, to name just a few.
 They greeted visitors to New York City's Carnegie Hall and the Metropolitan Opera, riders on Fifth Avenue busses, and readers of professional journals like The American Journal of Nursing and The American Journal of Obstetrics and Gynecology. Readers of local newspapers from Akron, Detroit and Buffalo to Houston, Los Angeles and Miami all were entreated to gaze upon the "circles that uplift and support, spokes that discreetly emphasize your curves" for "pointed roundness of bosom contour."
 By 1950, there were few places women -- or men -- could go where they could avoid the new Maidenform campaign. Published in English, Spanish, Dutch, and French, advertisements placed in the full swath of Caribbean nations, South America, Europe, Africa, and Asia ensured that women around the globe were equally aware of Maidenform's new product.
 


Initially the campaign was slow to take off. Some criticized the ads for being too explicit.
  But they became enormously popular. Maidenform market analyses showed a sales increase of more than 200 per cent in stores across the United States and Latin America by the second year of the campaign.
 The company reprinted the ads for more than 20 years making it one of the best-known advertising slogans in American history, and Maidenform the largest producer of lingerie in the world.
 


By playing to the fantastic, the ads lightened what was really a structural marvel. As company founder and owner Ida Rosenthal was quick to point out, "A brassiere is a matter of design but also of engineering."
 Known colloquially as the "bullet" or "torpedo" bra, Maidenform's "Chansonette" was the most rigidly structured undergarment since the Victorian corset.
 Encasing each breast in a set of spokes, the boning for each cup was held together with rows of reinforced, concentric lock stitching.
 Elastic and nylon bands were affixed to the cones, holding them together and forming the straps that circled the wearer's shoulders and torso. The bra was often cloaked in layers of silk, satin, or lace. Some were further enhanced with additions of padding designed to enhance a woman's "natural" figure. The result was revolutionary in two senses: It redefined the idealized female form and produced the thoroughly artificial breast shape associated with Hollywood starlets of the period like Lana Turner, Jane Russell and Marilyn Monroe.
 Maidenform's creation, and others like it, also ushered in the most labor-intensive garment to be manufactured since the advent of ready-made clothing.


Because of their design, the brassieres were potentially very expensive to produce. The simplest brassiere produced by Maidenform had at least 20 separate pieces, several of them no bigger than a quarter. [See Figure 1.b] Some models had as many as 50 different pieces.
 The design was also very unforgiving to the seamstress. A discrepancy in as few as two or three stitches could affect the entire fit of the bra, making for an unhappy customer and lost business.
 Thus, the bras required a tremendous amount of skill, dexterity, and care on the part of the seamstress. Even in an era of postwar prosperity, the modern, middle-class woman who was the target of Maidenform's "I Dream" campaign would only pay so much for her lingerie.
 Getting the "Chansonette" into every home in the Americas, then, required keeping the cost of manufacturing down while still employing a workforce skilled enough to handle its construction demands.


They found this workforce below the Mason-Dixon line. By 1950, Maidenform had opened three new plants in Clarksburg, Huntington, and Princeton, West Virginia.
 "Because the mountainous areas of Virginia and West Virginia had an abundance of intelligent, easily-trained young women eager for employment, the search narrowed to this part of the country," Maidenform executives explained in a press release, noting that the company only considered "the highest type of woman available" for employment.
 Other leading brassiere manufacturers followed suit. Lovable, Exquisite Form, Playtex, Peter Pan, and Contessa all moved significant portions of their cutting and assembly operations to the Upper South and so-called "Sunbelt" where lower rates of hourly pay, piece rates and transportation costs made their work more profitable, and willing workers were easy to find.
 


Tax incentives and recruitment on the part of local government further accelerated this trend, enticing owners farther South. As one industry observer for the Congress Weekly noted in 1954:

In the days when the textile plants were moving South there was no attempt to disguise the major inducement: "Bring your plant down South. We have thousands of white, native-born Anglo-Saxon workers who give a full day's work for a day's pay." Today the approach is not so crude. The Southern executive-salesmen who are now bringing the garment factories to the South, stress the accessibility to transportation and water power; the wonderful year-round climate, the four-hour air service to New York or Miami, and the proximity to sources of the raw materials...And of course, in some states there are more tangible concessions, most important of which is the newly enacted labor legislation against the closed shop.

While regions bordering the Piedmont, which had been a major center for textile production since the 1920s, were the first to develop, improved transportation networks soon lessened the importance of geographical proximity and made wages alone even more important.
 Florida was one of the 16 states that passed "right to work" legislation in the early 1950s.
 The possibility that the garment trades would create year-round jobs to supplement Florida's seasonal tourist industry proved a powerful incentive.
 As largely international communities, cities like Miami and Los Angeles also promised less explosive race relations than elsewhere in the U.S. South. Miami's Chamber of Commerce, for example, dubbed the city "the playground of nations," claiming that unlike other U.S. cities, Miami had "practically no poverty, slums, or tenements."
 This was patently untrue. But combined with the promise of tax incentives, cheap and plentiful labor, and relatively low cost of living, the campaign was quite successful. By 1951, Miami had over 251 apparel manufacturers, compared to less than 10 one decade earlier. The industry also became the city's third largest employer.


Even greater financial advantages for corporations were offered by Puerto Rico. Under the island's industrialization campaign, Operación Manos a la Obra (Operation Bootstrap), Puerto Rican Governor Luis Muñoz Marín enticed manufacturers with promises of tax exemptions for new industries, subsidized factory space, and help with recruitment and training from local government.
 Island employers were also not subject to the same economy-wide minimum wage laws as on the mainland. Some corporations reported paying as little as 20 cents an hour to skilled seamstresses, compared to the 50 cents or more paid to mainland workers.
 For labor-intensive industries like brassiere manufacturing, this was an irresistible combination. In 1952, Maidenform added several Puerto Rican plants to its growing roster in Poncé and Mayagüez. Within a few years they opened additional facilities in Juana Díaz, Añasco, and Rincón.
 To escape accusations of violating its mainland union contracts, and also to reap the benefits of Puerto Rico's tax-exempt status, their offshore operations were separately incorporated. Named Beatrice Needlecraft and Catherine Needlecraft, for Ida and William Rosenthal's daughters, they were family owned just like the rest of company's operations.
 Through later acquisitions, they soon operated under the names Puerto Rico Needle Craft, Wilida, May Lingerie, and Juana Díaz Company, Inc.


Hundreds of garment manufacturers moved their operations out of the northeast, permanently transforming the topography of the American industry. Where just decade earlier New York was the unequivocal heart of the American garment trade, by 1950 Los Angeles and Miami emerged as new centers for fashion and design, and the second and third largest garment-producing cities on the continent.
 Puerto Rico was hailed as "the miracle of the Caribbean," a place where "one century of development...[had been] achieved in a decade."

International Labor Leadership: Robert Gladnick and the ILGWU


The increasing use of offshore producers worried union officials who were already struggling to secure pay scales and work hours for Southern workers that were comparable to those in the Northeast. Managers at large companies like Maidenform were quick to point out that corporations who sent work abroad were "cutting the floor from under the brassiere industry" because they could pay workers a fraction of what they paid on the mainland.
 If they were going to be able to bring a new generation of lingerie workers and manufacturers into the fold, union leaders knew that their efforts would have to focus on local and international policies alike.


Robert Gladnick emerged as a particular visionary. Like the earlier generation of ILGWU leaders, he was an "American by choice."
 Born in Eastern Europe, Gladnick emigrated to the United States on his own while still in his late teens. He lived first in New York where his political interests lead him to develop a close set of friendships with members of the Communist Party. He became interested in labor organizing. In the 1930s he moved West, accompanied by several friends, to help organize Mexican and Japanese agricultural workers in the Pacific Northwest.
 He then moved to Texas where he participated in similar campaigns in the state's oil fields. It was an experience that proved critical in that it was both where he learned to speak fluent Spanish, and also impressed upon him the particular challenges facing a highly mobile workforce.
 Gladnick applied these skills to the Seaman's strikes of 1936, and co-founded the National Maritime Union.
 In 1937, he joined the International Brigade in 1937 and fought in the Spanish Civil War.
 In 1940, one year before the United States formally entered World War II, Gladnick enlisted in the Canadian army where he served until 1946 in Italy, France, Holland and Germany. He then returned to the United States and joined the staff of the International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union's (ILGWU) Upper South Department.


Organizing the workers in Maidenform's West Virginia operations was among Gladnick's first major efforts and he used his proximity to Washington, D.C. to try to enlist congressional support for wage regulations both offshore and on the mainland. But he quickly became convinced that the "most important" work lay elsewhere if the industry was really to be brought under control.
 Where a generation earlier, seamstresses cursed broken needles and tangled bobbins in Yiddish, Italian and English, by 1950 Spanish was fast becoming the lingua franca of industry workers.
 Puerto Rican and Cuban women drawn by the promise of higher wages soon filled more and more of the seats and sewing tables in these plants. By some estimates, more than 40,000 Puerto Ricans relocated to the mainland United States between 1945 and 1953.
 While Washington held a particular appeal for Gladnick who wanted to have an active hand in policy-making, he became increasingly convinced that workers' themselves must be engaged if these efforts were to have long-term results.


ILGWU President David Dubinsky shared this conviction, at least in part. He scrambled to find enough Spanish-speaking organizers and managers to meet workers' needs. "Runaway" shops, companies that broke their contracts with the union by closing their doors rather than negotiating with workers and relocated south or west, remained one of their greatest challenges. As late as 1950, even in cities like Miami and Los Angeles where the garment industry employed one in five of the cities' workers and was more than 40 per cent Spanish-speaking, many organizers and managers could not speak directly with the workers.
 On numerous occasions Miami's Joint Locals were forced to cancel meetings because no one was there to translate, and none of the local managers could speak enough Spanish.


Union organizers faced similar problems in Puerto Rico. As industrial development increased, the American Federation of Labor, Puerto Rican Nationalists, and native labor organizations started reaching out to the island's needleworkers. Native organizations like the Boríquan Agricultural Union were among the first to begin organizing efforts at Maidenform's plants and used a specifically nationalist platform in hopes of mobilizing workers across trade lines. "We have to inform you that the...factory manager, a foreigner...has given out a leaflet to try to confuse you because it is not convenient to him for you to organize," one appeal to Maidenform's Poncé workers read. "Remember this, fellow workers, to vote against the Union is equivalent to betraying yourself, and more so, to betraying your own family."
 While these impassioned pleas did much to mobilize emotions across the plants, "yanquí" leaders in the American Federation of Labor and industry-specific unions like the ILGWU brought the most bureaucratic know-how.
 Yet they were hampered by an inability to speak the language or understanding of local cultural practices. In 1953, Dubinsky moved Gladnick out of the Upper South Department and instructed him to apply his energies to the needleworkers in Puerto Rico and Miami, Florida.


As the union organizer in Maidenform's West Virginia plants, Gladnick was well-known to the Rosenthals and had always enjoyed an "open and cordial relationship" with them.
 Maidenform went to even greater lengths than other corporations in maintaining good ties with its union representatives, including sending an annual gift of brassieres to all members of the ILGWU's Upper South Division staff and their spouses each Christmas.
 In what was often a spirited and fun-loving exchange between union and owner, the ILGWU office staff even composed poems to Ellis Rosenthal, son of the company's founder and Maidenform Assistant General Manager, which they sent him along with their sizes. One example from 1952 read:

There's a Maidenform bra for every type of figur'

We have them all -- small, large, and BIGGER!

Our cups runneth over from A's until Z's

We challenge your wares to fill all of theeze [sic].

Thus, the outright hostility of these same owners to attempts to unionize their Puerto Rican shops surely came as a surprise. 


In April 1953, Beatrice Needlecraft fired one of its Poncé employees, Julia Angleró de Colón. While the company claimed she had not met production quotas, Colón charged that she was fired for trying to organize workers in the plant. She took her case to the National Labor Relations Board, which served notice to the company of their investigation that July.
 Representatives from the American Federation of Labor and Independent Puerto Rican Needleworkers' Union began making regular appearances at Beatrice and other lingerie manufacturers. By the time Gladnick received his directive from the ILGWU, owners and managers of the island shops had already appealed to the Insular Government for protection and were threatening to relocate their operations farther a field, to the Philippines and Japan, if the unions persisted or met with too much success.


Gladnick arrived in mid-November with little instruction from Dubinsky other than that he was to make a survey of wages and working conditions among the island's 8,000 needle-workers in preparation for a major organizing campaign. One of his first stops was at Beatrice Needlecraft in Poncé, Maidenform's major contractor on the island. Although Gladnick was quick to reassure the plant managers that "Dubinsky had told him specifically to leave Maidenform alone," his visit unnerved the management on both the island and the mainland.
 Reports on Gladnick's actions, how many copies of Justice, the ILGWU's newspaper, were distributed on neighboring plants, who he talked to, even where he ate his lunch were sent to Ellis Rosenthal every few days.
 Yet Gladnick persisted. Despite an increasing volume and variety of intimidation techniques geared to discourage employees from unionizing in Maidenform and kindred plants, more than 20 shops had signed contracts with ILGWU Local 600 within one year's time. Working in partnership with the American Federation of Labor and Independent Needle Workers, organized labor also won several important legal victories including reducing the work-week from 40+ hours to 37.5 hours, and raising the minimum wage.
 Although the ILGWU still hoped to bring wages and hours fully in line with the mainland, the gains were an important victory won in a remarkably short length of time.


Maidenform's efforts to resist unionizing among her Puerto Rican employees however, was successful. In May 1954, the NLRB found in favor of Beatrice Needlecraft, supporting the management's contention that their employees did not in fact want a union in any of their Puerto Rican shops.
 Kurt Metzger celebrated the victory from New Jersey with a gift of champagne and hefty dose of irony, sent air express from Beatrice's lawyer and plant manager in San Juan. "[I'm] paying [this] bet with pleasure," company attorney Hernán Franco wrote to Ellis Rosenthal. "Do you charm all ladies thus?"

Building a Joint Organizing Campaign in Florida and Puerto Rico


In June, Gladnick joined his wife and two young sons in Miami and began actively working with ILGWU International Organizer Abraham Plotkin and Miami Joint Council Manager Samuel Macy on a major organizing campaign in the city.
 At first, they put into motion what by then was a fairly tried-and-true formula employed by the ILGWU. Local organizers began meeting with shop owners and talking with employees about local wages and working conditions. They would distribute literature, including membership cards, and held classes and social events designed to appeal to local workers. In Puerto Rico, these included dances, courses in home decorating, movies and theatre productions. In Miami, a city well-known for its anti-Communist fervor, union organizers focused on English-language training and citizenship classes. "Language barriers between Spanish-speaking women in Miami's garment industries and employers were being erased today with the inauguration of classes in English for workers," boasted the Miami Daily News, a paper that was usually sharply critical of labor unions. "More than 30 women from Cuba, Puerto Rico and Ecuador turned up last night for their first lesson."
 Although this was a far cry from the nearly 1,200 Spanish-speaking women who were on the Miami locals' membership rolls, Gladnick took an optimistic view. "It was heartening to see that many," he told a writer for Justice. "It follows the original work of the union in 1900 -- when it taught English and citizenship to the immigrants in New York and Chicago."
 After the initial assessment, President Dubinsky made a high-profile trip to the area where he talked with the local press, promised workers higher wages and shorter working hours, and threatened strikes and work stoppages in plants where owners' undermined their activities.
 


But in Miami, these methods met with limited success. In part, organizers grappled with personality conflicts and broken promises from past campaigns. Samuel Macy, who had managed the Miami locals since the late 1940s, was alternately described as a "colorful rebel" who was never a "sheep" to union politics or Communists by those who loved him, and an obstinate, incompetent by those who did not.
 The union was headquartered in a building whose owner specifically prohibited inter-racial meetings. They held their annual picnic and other union events in "whites only" venues.
 The language barrier remained a constant obstacle.


Thus, Gladnick broke important ground. As in Puerto Rico, he began by making a series of home visits to workers in Miami's developing Hispanic neighborhoods of Wynwood and a new area Southwest of the city's downtown that later became dubbed "Little Havana."
 He talked with women workers and their families. He ate dinner and drank coffee with them. And he gradually built up trust and a personal relationship with community leaders in the Puerto Rican Democratic Organization, and local social clubs.
 He also brought on additional Spanish-speaking organizers, both of whom had ties to other trade unions in Miami. By mobilizing both seamstresses and their spouses who worked in carpentry or transportation, Gladnick hoped to make even greater gains across the Miami community.


Gladnick also drew on his business connections and social networks developed over the past year in Puerto Rico to address issues of concern to workers on both the island and the mainland, and emphasized the connection between the two. One of the most dramatic cases the union dealt with over this period concerned the Caribe Employment Agency. Owned and operated by a U.S. citizen named William Campbell, the agency's main office was located in Florida and used newspaper and radio advertisements in small towns and rural communities to recruit Puerto Rican workers from the island for a range of Florida agricultural and clothing industry jobs.
 In exchange for the promise of a job and passage to the mainland, men and women recruited by the agency "signed their lives away."
 Women recruited to work in Miami's garment factories were locked in a hotel room and escorted to work by armed men. They were not allowed to leave for any reason, and were frequently used by employers as strikebreakers or to staff night shifts at times when production needs peaked. Men who worked in the state's tomato and citrus fields suffered even worse treatment.
 Because the employment agency was not physically located in Puerto Rico and they avoided the more carefully controlled steamship lines in favor of airlines or privately chartered flights they managed to avoid prosecution by the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. Gladnick was one of the first people contacted by Puerto Rican Department of Labor Commissioner Fernando Sierra Berdecia. Together with Abraham Plotkin, members of Miami's ILGWU physically rescued several female workers from a Miami hotel and ultimately got the agency shut down and the owners prosecuted.
 


In Miami Puerto Ricans also faced a host of negative stereotypes from native-born workers and owners. The popular press frequently portrayed Puerto Rico as a "U.S. poorhouse."
 Some native-born residents complained that all Puerto Ricans seemed to do was "congregate in groups," "claim not to understand English," and "make obscene remarks at women."
 These negative perceptions often had dire results. Miami Police Chief Walter Headley was extremely vocal when it came to his local distrust of Puerto Ricans across the community. As he told the Miami Herald in 1957, in his view Puerto Ricans represented "one of the greatest crime threats" to the city, and "that crimes of violence recorded for Puerto Ricans are greatly out of proportion to their numbers."
 Despite contradictory reports from juvenile authorities and the Florida State Attorney's office documenting that crimes involving for Puerto Ricans were actually much less-frequent than for the state's English-speaking population, police harassment of Puerto Ricans in Miami intensified through the 1950s.
 Those crimes that were committed by Puerto Ricans were largely related to subsistence: stealing inexpensive articles of clothing, basic food stuffs, and small amounts of cash.


In August of 1958, Eladio Reíces, a window-washer and father of two, was talking with several friends on the front lawn of his Wynwood home when police pulled up, arrested both he and his friends, and took them to jail. "We weren't doing anything but standing around," he told the Miami Herald. "That's the way we pass the time back home."
 The friends collected enough money to hire a lawyer, who was also a fellow Puerto Rican. Their case was dismissed and the men allowed to go free. But such incidents did not always end so well. One Sunday evening in April1960, Margaro Capeles was asleep in his home with three of his children and his newborn baby.
 His eldest son, Victor, was 19-years-old and worked as a dishwasher at a coffee shop on Miami Beach. As Victor was walking home from his bus stop, two policemen pulled up alongside and began to follow him. Victor was frightened and began to run. When he reached the front door of his home, the officers caught him by the neck and began to choke him. 


 Margaro Capeles heard the struggle outside and opened his front door. There he saw two men in dark raincoats beating his son. They were not wearing hats and had no distinguishable markings on their clothing that would identify them as being police officers. Nor did the officers identify themselves when Capeles asked them who they were and what they were doing to his son. Capeles began calling for help and asked his 24-year-old daughter, Catalina, to bring him his pants. As he went to get dressed, one of the offers followed him inside and began to beat both he and his daughter, dragging them back outside. It was then that Capeles noticed the police car. "I thought the police had just arrived and were coming to help us with these crooks," he recalled.
 The entire family was arrested. Although they were released the next day, the police refused to apologize and blamed the incident on Victor for "running off" in the first place. "The police have been working hard to keep down crime in the Latin Area," one supervising officer reported. "Sometimes we round up as many as 150 and bring them in."
 The Capeles family had been living in Miami for over ten years.


To counter these negative images, Gladnick became an outspoken advocate for Hispanic workers in the local press and community. He was quick to point out that Puerto Ricans "do not lend themselves easily to strike-breaking" and spoke often about organizing efforts underway on the island.
 To make his point, he posed frequently for photos with Hispanic strikers. He and Plotkin also moved Miami's ILGWU headquarters to a location where workers of all races and ethnicities would be welcomed.


Perhaps most remarkable, however, Gladnick negotiated a new model within the ILGWU by alternately managing locals in two separate locations, Miami and Puerto Rico and traveling frequently between the two. From 1953 until 1966, Gladnick divided his time between Florida and Puerto Rican locals, serving as full-time manager of Local 600 in Puerto Rico from 1954-1957, and again from 1964-1966. The rest of that time, Gladnick managed Miami's Joint Locals 415 and 339.
 Although this approach met with some resentment from a few native-born members of the mainland local who questioned Gladnick's "commitment" to them, the approach was generally well-received, particularly by Hispanic workers.


This process also allowed Gladnick to deal directly with the joint challenge of highly mobile capital and workforce. When Florida manufacturers like Joe Feibenbaum of Miami, for example, looked to send specialized embroidery to a shop in San Juan, Gladnick intervened and worked with the Florida ILGWU office to ensure that the type of work he required could be found locally.
 The union also was better able to intervene in cases of "runaway" shops like Atlantic City Knitting Company, which made knit underwear, swimsuits and sportswear. After refusing to pay dues to the Jersey-Philadelphia Joint Board, the company opened up two new plants in South Florida and Puerto Rico but was quickly chastened by the union who managed to bring a successful case before the National Labor Relations Board.
 


The two areas also collaborated on developing new education and training programs that were less centralized and more community based than earlier ILGWU efforts. As Southeast Regional Director E. T. Kehrer noted in a 1958 letter to President Dubinsky, "[M]y impression is that the more community type approach being used in Puerto Rico would necessarily change a good deal of the approach being used in our own institute."
 Some of the new adaptations included greater emphasis on ways families could better manage their money and how to get the most out of their dollars for food, transportation, house-hunting, medical costs, and even buying clothing. Workers were encouraged, for example, to employ the same techniques many used in the workplace when selecting their own garments. "Look for reinforcements at points of special stress...check the weave....Faulty tailoring of [a] suit can result in rippling of lapel edges, seams and coat edges," guidelines distributed at the training institutes reminded workers.
 Although little information about these efforts has been preserved, Gladnick also worked with the Department of Parks and Recreation in Puerto Rico to establish a worker's theatre program, similar to that run by mainland labor colleges in the New Deal Era, and by anarchists and labor organizers in Cuba and Tampa in the 1920s.
 His programs to improve health care for Puerto Rican workers through mobile clinics and partnerships with local caregivers were implemented, in part, in Miami and in Florida.


The union also played a critical role in labor recruitment. Locals helped to find positions for workers who had lost their jobs because of strikes or retribution by plant owners, as well as assisting those who wanted to move. Workers who migrated to Florida from Puerto Rico often sought employment by contacting the local union office.
 As skilled seamstresses were almost always in demand, this became as service many union shops relied on to keep their plants at full production.
 Gladnick's network of personal contacts also helped to facilitate union work in both locations. Organizers like Victoria Iziquerry were among those with whom Gladnick worked with in both locations. Others like Emília Rodríguez Maisonet cut their political teeth under Gladnick's management in Puerto Rico, then went on to work as organizers in New York City or elsewhere on the mainland.
 Employees from union plants in Puerto Rico were also found working in kindred plants on the mainland through the 1960s. Again, Gladnick's role was critical. As the President of Puerto Rican Local 600 lamented after Gladnick returned to manage Miami's locals full-time, "It is now that we really know how valuable Mr. Gladnick was to Local 600, and how the members miss him. And we ask ourselves why he was taken away."
 Gladnick was replaced by a manager who was unable to speak Spanish and had to rely on a translator.

Transnational Unionizing


In 1959, the Cuban Revolution transformed the work of labor organizers in Florida's garment industries. Although Miami's newspapers still referred to Puerto Ricans as the city's "fastest growing Latin American group," the number of Cubans soon dwarfed all newcomers.
 Between January 1, 1959 and October 22, 1962, an estimated 248,070 Cubans entered the United States.
 Most chose to stay in South Florida and Miami. Thus, the Cuban Refugee Program of the U.S. Federal Division of Health, Education and Welfare worked closely with a range of ethnic and community organizations already in Miami to address the immediate needs of these new arrivals.
 Locating jobs was a top priority. Under U.S. immigration law, Cuban refugees were classified as "parolees," an ambiguous legal standing that granted them temporary residency status but limited their ability to enter many long-term or professional job fields.
 Licensing requirements and new arrivals' inability to speak English further complicated the ability of many to re-enter the same types of middle-class and professional jobs they had left. Thus, Miami's garment employers eagerly stepped in to offer training and work to Cuban migrants in need. As one middle-class Cuban woman who found a job in Miami's garment industry remarked, "Who could have imagined that those fine stitches I learned as a girl in convent school would become the bread and butter for my family?"
 As in Puerto Rico, the fact that Miami's most prevalent manufacturing jobs were considered "women's work" also meant that for the first time many Cuban woman became their family's primary breadwinner.
 By 1962, Miami labor leaders predicted that as many as 90 per cent of the city's garment workers were Cuban, compared to less than half one decade earlier.


Industry owners were delighted. "The sky's the limit!" the head of Florida's Fashion Council proclaimed. "Thanks to a steady influx of Cuban seamstresses, Miami's industry is limited only the available labor."
 Others compared the impact of the Cuban exiles on Miami's garment industries to the arrival of mass numbers of European immigrants in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
 But for organizers, native-born, and Puerto Rican workers alike, the influx of Cuban exiles was often viewed as increasing competition for jobs and potentially undermining their hard won gains. 


Thus, Gladnick returned to Miami full-time in 1960 as the union focused its efforts on incorporating these newcomers. Again, Gladnick successfully recruited several new Hispanic organizers to the city from New York, including Lolita Matamoros and Juan Lozano. His own knowledge of Latin American culture and history helped him avoid many of the pitfalls of a highly charged exile political culture. As he frequently reminded members, "[T]he union cannot resolve their personal and political differences that so bitterly divides the Spanish colony here."
 But the conditions in Miami also seemed to take a toll, challenging Gladnick's prevailing optimism about the union and workers alike. At times rather than intellectual understanding, he voiced prejudice of his own. "There is nothing that can be done when Latins have a difference of a personal or political nature," he told David Dubinsky during a moment of particularly high tension, after a series of walk-outs.
 Still, Hispanic workers and colleagues praised Gladnick's ability to understand their needs and appreciate their national, political, and ethnic diversity, even if he could not end their disputes.
 


Gladnick also worked to apply his experience working in Puerto Rico and Miami to specific programs. In a series of appeals to U.S. Secretary of Labor Arthur Goldberg, Gladnick asked the federal government to extend the types of exchange and education programs they had successfully mounted in Puerto Rico, to foreign trade unionist living in Miami. "A large number of Cuban exiles are now living in Miami including many labor leaders," Gladnick wrote. "The time these men spend in the U.S.A. can serve to cement U.S.-Cuban relations through these grassroots leaders of opinion in free Cuba. If their exile is prolonged, these same men can be of invaluable service to us by spreading the message of freedom in Latin America."
 Yet his appeals failed to arouse much interest in Washington. 


Nor did national or even regional figures within the union seem to appreciate the impact of Cuban migration on local organizing efforts. "I disagree absolutely with the hysterical assertion by Manager Gladnick that 'when the season starts, these people will go to work in non-union shops which will paralize [sic] our organization efforts in this area,'" ILGWU Southeast Regional Director E. T. Kehrer wrote in October, 1960. "[Gladnick] apparently felt that he had been led to believe that he would be working as Manager with complete autonomy."


His efforts to work more directly with organizations like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Southern Regional Council, and with national leadership within the garment industry to open greater avenues of employment for African-American workers also met with limited success.
 Gladnick pushed the union to consider making a dedicated push to recruit black workers across the South. Instead, union leaders pointed to southern brassiere manufacturers like the Lovable corporation in Atlanta where their attempts to organize black workers met with very limited results. "Again, I repeat, the reason for failure...is the fact the Negro worker got his job through the employer...If however, the union through use of the law forces the breach into the shops, then in spite of the inflated labor market, the union stands to gain," Gladnick argued. "[I]f the ILG ever appoints a Civil Rights director for the South, I wouldn't mind tackling that job."
 Still, his appeals fell on deaf ears. Increasingly the ILGWU leadership felt Gladnick was moving too fast and that risk of isolating the few native-born, white workers within the industry was just too high.


Instead, Gladnick's most successful efforts were mounted at a local level. In what proved to be one of the most protracted strikes in Miami's history, Gladnick successfully challenged local owners who sought to take advantage of Cuban newcomers by relocating their plants just outside of the Miami city limits, to the growing city of Hialeah. Beginning in 1960, numerous lingerie, dress, and sportswear manufacturers in Miami's Fashion District closed their doors without warning and re-opened under new names within a matter of days in Hialeah. Workers returned from their lunch breaks to find all of the machines and materials packed up, with large trucks prepared to empty out the factory. As one longtime seamstress Espería Purón explained: 

I then left the factory to do some errands and told my forelady that I would be back in the afternoon to collect my pay...When I came back in the afternoon, I noticed that no one was working and the equipment was packed getting ready to be moved. It was then that Ledya [Marroquín] told me that the plant was moving but she did not tell me where. I asked her where the plan was moving as I wanted to know where I could turn in my work tickets and collect my pay. She said she didn't know...and tole [sic] me not to worry about my pay as it would be mailed to me. Ledya tole [sic] me to give her my name and telephone and she would call me as soon as they started work. She did not call me.

When the plant re-opened, they hired back mostly new arrivals, charging a "learner's fee" to those who had not previously worked in the industry and shifted whatever operations they could to "homework" where they paid by the piece rather than the hour.
 


Gladnick, with the help of organizers Matamoros and Lozano, quickly investigated the plants and filed a suit with the National Labor Relations Board and the U.S. District Court.
 He also organized pickets at the Hialeah factories as well as the Fashion District in the heart of Miami's downtown, as well as in front of the major department stores that stocked their goods, including Sears Roebuck and Co. and J.C. Penny.
 Press releases issued by Gladnick emphasized the companies' attempts to take advantage of Cuban exiles and called for a boycott of all their goods. These ran in both English and Spanish-language newspapers across the state, and in nationally distributed publications like the Chicago Tribune and New York Times.
 Miami's Spanish radio stations also picked up the cause, including interviewing one of the striking worker's husbands who implored all members of the Cuban exile community to support the strike and the union's work.
 In an important show of international solidarity, the Confederation of Columbian Workers along with representatives from more than 20 different international unions across Latin and South America issued a declaration in support of the strike.
 By 1965, four years after Gladnick had called the initial strikes, all of the challenged plants had shut their doors and ceased to operate in the state of Florida. The union ensured that all of its members found work elsewhere in the city.

Epilogue: The Caribbean Basin Initiative and North American Free Trade Agreement, 1966-1994


After nearly a half century of work in the industry, Robert Gladnick resigned from the ILGWU in 1966. His last few years in Miami were decidedly mixed. As he wrote to ILGWU President Louis Stulberg, "[I]n Miami, I am in a blind alley."
 Whatever tenuous alliances had been built among the city's Puerto Rican and Cuban seamstresses were often mitigated by anti-Semitic epithets flung at the industry's predominantly Jewish owners even if Gladnick himself remained excepted from such remarks. Although Gladnick was quick to point out that his "disenchantment" was with conditions in Miami, not that of the ILGWU, the lack of responsiveness from the national office certainly proved frustrating. To organizers working in Florida, their lack of vision for dealing with the increasing movement of workers and corporations was troubling as was their steadfast refusal to see the city, its immigrant laborers and its industries as anything but "exceptional" within the Southeast Region. In Jan. 1967, Gladnick accepted a position with the controversial American Institute for Free Labor Development's Latin American Division, a joint initiative of the American Federal of Labor and the United States Central Intelligence Agency, geared toward extending the reach of United States unionism across the globe.
 


As successful as Gladnick's efforts may have been they were ultimately hampered by the lack of support from the upper echelons of union leadership and directly undermined by international trade agreements sponsored by the United States government and the reactive tendency of the industry itself.
 Two of Maidenform's biggest competitors, Lovable and Playtex were sold to a Canadian conglomerate that became Sara Lee. Many more moved their production farther offshore. In 1982, U.S. President Ronald Reagan announced plans for a new "Caribbean Basin Initiative."
 Modeled on Puerto Rico's "Operation Bootstrap," the program offered tax incentives on U.S. investments in the region, promised one-way, duty-free exports from the Caribbean for a period of twelve years, and provided an additional $350 million in emergency aid for some countries in the region.
 Under the terms of this agreement, Maidenform moved several processing operations to the Dominican Republic. The company also opened up two factories along the border of Mexico and Texas in Mexico's developing "Free Trade Zone."
 Unlike many garment corporations, Maidenform did not move off the U.S. mainland altogether, at least not initially. The same year that Maidenform opened its new Caribbean and Mexican plants, the company also opened a cutting facility and hired more than 100 employees in Jacksonville, Florida.
 


The North American Free Trade Agreement, signed in 1994, only seemed to accelerate this trend. Despite numerous attempts to revise its "I Dream..." campaign, it never seemed to reach the full marketshare it had in the 1950s and 1960s. The company also faced growing competition from overseas manufacturers and a new generation of corporations, like Victoria's Secret, whose innovative use of old and new media, including mail-order catalogs, cable television, and the Internet, soon replaced Maidenform as the leading manufacturers of lingerie for the American market.
 In 1990, Maidenform closed its West Virginia operations, relocating all of its assembly operations to Central America. As one seamstress of 33 years remarked, "We are good workers and they have been here a long time. They should leave the plant here for the American people."
 In 1997, Maidenform declared bankruptcy, closing its Puerto Rican plants altogether, and one of its two Jacksonville, Florida operations. Two years later the company re-organized under non-family leadership for the first time in its history. In 2005, Maidenform announced it would close its Jacksonville cutting facility, putting 111 people out of work.
 "We were lucky to be able to preserve this one for a number of years," Harris Raynor, Southeast Regional Director for UNITE, the successor union to the ILGWU, told the local press.
 Today, Maidenform's manufacturing operations are entirely located outside of the United States.

Conclusion


Maidenform's history in many ways mirrors that of American industry and economic policy over the past half-century. As this family-owned company elevated the female form (both literally and figuratively) through one of the most successful advertising campaigns in world history, they not only took the intimate and made it public but they reaped the benefits of mid-twentieth century federal policies which lowered the cost of doing business in some of the country's most vulnerable areas. As southern cities, both on and offshore, clamored to attract these new industries, union representatives scrambled to meet the needs of a new generation of worker. These workers were more likely to speak Spanish than English. They were disproportionately female. They, like the companies who employed them, were also highly mobile. Thus it rested on the shoulders of union leaders like Robert Gladnick, who were fluent in Spanish and well-versed in the politics and history of the Americas, to fully recognize the implications of these international, inter-regional developments for American workers and industry alike.


Yet to many in the national leadership of the ILGWU, Florida was still an aberration. Neither fully "Southern" nor truly "Northern" they did not understand why policies and approaches that had worked so well a decade before in New York and New Jersey, failed to mobilize workers in Miami. Nor did they recognize the extent to which federal policies applied to Puerto Rico would pave the way for a growing number of trade initiatives across the region and around the globe.
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