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First mining

"l come to Duluth on October 3, 1905
and the following day went te an employ-
ment office where | got on to g werk crew

‘going to a logging camp. Well, we got
an ideg of whaot America was like when
they lied to us at the office and told us
it was only five kilometers from the train
station to the camp when it was actually
twenty-fivel None of us could speak
English, so at the station they pointed
out the way. We walked and walked,
wondering if we would ever reach the
place..."

The specker is Fred Torma. He emigrated
from Finland in 1905 ot the age of 15. Torma
was only one of 300,000 Finns who tock part
in the migrations to the United States in the
throes of industrialization at the turn of the
cenfury .

camp near Mountain Iron, Minn. 1889
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This is the first in a series of articles
which, at least in the beginning, is about’
those Finnish immigrants:  what they found
when they arrived here and how they adjusted
to their new surroundings. But more import-
antly, this is about the cooperative move-
ment that was a part of that adjustment. It's
about the crigins of that movement and the
organization it created, the Co-operative
Central Exchange. It's about their achieve-
ments and struggles as cooperators and of the
perplexing legacy of their movement.

The land Fred Torma and thousands of
other Finns came to at the turn of the century
was still semi-wilderness, though the area had
undergone considerable change since the
1860's. In that forty years, industrialization
had spewed out of the east in search of raw
materials. The land of northern Minnesota,
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Wisconsin and the Michigan Peninsula was
rich in timber and ore and was quickly becom-
ing a target of exploitation by logging-and
mining concerns.

The presence of logging and mining com-
panies also meant jobs. Ready availability
of work attracted many Finns from their home-
land to the North Country. Given conditions
in Finland, their immigration is not difficult
to understand.

Eighty percent of those immigrating from
Finland came from rural backgrounds, where
life could easily be described as feudal. This,
coupled with chronic unemployment and fam-
ine, made many Finns willing immigrants.

In 1864, the Quiney Mining Company
recruited a boat load of Norwegians to weork
in the copper mines around Calumet, Michi-
gan. Among the Norwegians were a few
Finns who had migrated south into Norway in
search of work. It wasn't long before they
sent back word of jobs and, often, fare for
passage to Calumet.

Except for the wages,
life was as bad and at
times worse than what
the Finns had left

behind.
S A A L BT N R R

Except for the wages, life along the in-
dustrial frontier of the North Country was as
bad and at times worse than what the Finns
had left behind. The logging comps and
mining companies which were in large part
respensible for opening up the area were out
to extract resources, not settle territory. Con-
sequently, the work was demanding and the
living conditions bleak.

Fred Torma talked of his first job in @
logging camp:
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"The living quarters were made of
rough hewn logs and even the floor was
put tagether out of slightly trimmed,
round logs., The conditions were really
poor. Sometimes you'd go to sleep at
night and your hair would freeze to the
wall so you'd have to thaw yourself out
in the morning! The food was adequate
but you con imagine the filthy and un-
clean surroundings with 100 men living
over winter together in one camp with no
proper washing or bathing facilities.
You can imagine the smell! .. . We were
paid 50¢ a day, and our first pay check
came to $9.00 for three weeks work. In
the morning, we'd set out for work in the
dark and at night we'd return to camp in
the dark. | spent only three weeks there
and then | went to Biwaubik to work in
the mine.,"

The mines were hardly an improvement,
Predominantly operated in the interests of
U.5, Steel Corp. (see box), werk in the
mines was exhausting and perilous.

The work day-in the mines varied in length
over the years, Before 1900, it was a twelve
hour day, six and sometimes six and a half
days a week. By 1912, the day had been short-
ened to eight to ten hours a day. But these
hours only refer to time actually spent with
pick in hand. It did not include the time spent
getting in and out of the mine, which would
often mean another hour and a half.

Besides the long hours and heavy pressure
of production quotas, the mines were also an
ever present threat to life and limb. Accord-
ing to a Department of Labor bulletin, for
every thousand miners in 5t. Louis County
(which includes the Mesabi Iren Range), 7.5
miners died in mining accidents in 1905. It
was a death rate as high as in the bituminous
coal mines, without the massive cave-in type
accidents prevalent in those mines, Instead,
in the iron mines, men died in ones and twos,
the victims of explosives, machinery and
carelessness,

When the miners returned home, their
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|i-'urTng conditions were less than ideal . Rents
were high due to a shortage of housing. The
short growing seasen and poer farmland caused
food prices to be high as well -- nearly twice
as high as in other parts of Minnesota.

Housing during the early years of the
mining industry was little more than barracks
for single men provided by the mining com-
panies. They consisted of one room divided
by a partition into cooking and sleeping areas,
with both day and night shifts sharing the
same beds. Soon, the mining companies
erected rental housing for miners with fam-
ilies. These dwellings, crude tarpaper shacks
located on the mine sites, came to be known
as "locations". As MNeil Betten, in a study

o

Typical iron mining town houses,

i Range, Minn.

on the origins of ethnic radicalism in north-
ern Minnesota pointed out, "locations...
emulated typical immigrant slums of the
overcrowded eastern cities.” T
Fer the most part, though, the 'locations
served only as a way station for the newly
arrived immigrants who would usually rent or
buy a house in town as soon as their wages
could finance it. Even here, with housing
costs forcing homeowners to take in bearders,
overcrowding was a way of life.

In short, along the Iron Range, early im-
migrant Finns encountered a social wasteland
where the sole activity was working the
grueling, dangerous mines of U.5. Steel,
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Perhaps one of the most striking state-
ments on the Finnish respense to the life they
found in the mines and mining towns is the
fact that by 1920, over one half of the Fin-
nish population had moved from the more
"wrban" areas of the Mesabi Range to farms
and homesteads. Conditions there, as we
shall see, played an important role in the
origins of the Finnish cooperative movemaent.
But before making their move to the country,
the Finns had te make what they could of
the miner's lot.

._ll

grants from southern Finland, who, Tn many
cases, had taken part in the social and pol-
itical movements resisting Czarist Russia's
contrel of Finland at that time.

It was these immigrants who spread the
principles of socialism among the Finnish
American community. Specking in temper-
ance societies and later in "worker's halls”,
their messoge found a receptive audience
among the Finns who descended daily into -
mines of U.,5, Steel. Ostensibly created as

']

What is impressive about these Finnish
immigrants was their response o such a
sitvation. They banded together and created
institutions to meet their nesds. At first,
these institutions took the form of boarding
houses, church groups and temperance socie-
ties. But the harsh econemic realities of

their lTves soon spawned two other institutions:

the Finnish Socialist Federation and
cooperatives,

Finnish redicalism had its roats In Immi-

Bringing ere out of the drift. ca. 1905

a place to hold sacialist meetings, the
worker's halls served the much broader role
of providing o total social and cultural
anvironment.

Fred Torma provided interesting footnotes
on the spread of sacialism and the rise of
worker's halls among the Finns:

"I invited the Tyomies (e Finnish Secial-
ist waekly) editor John Valimaki to speak
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at the Mashwouk temperance hall, But
the temperance society was spensered and
controlled by the mining bosses, The hall
itself stood on company property, The
company found out about the speech ond
lecked us eut. In order to continue to
held dances and other activities at the
hall we had to go and promise never to
invite such speakers again,.. In Aurora
we socialists were in the majerity in the
femperance society; we voted to invite
speakers and hold meetings., Well, the
same thing happened, The hall was
locked the same day. | could see then
that the workers' movement would get
nowhere through the temperance halls
and there were no socialist halls any-

:  where in the lron Range ot that time. ..

- | was young and enthusiastic so | sug-

gested building a workers' hall ,.."

R R T T
The merchants cut off
. credit to strikers. The

strikers responded by
organizing co-ops.

"In 1907, an all Finnith Féstival wos
held in Hibbing. Martin Hendrickson
was there collecting money for the
Tyomies newspaper so he cpened up an
umbrella to one side of the Festival
grounds and collected some 5300 in
individual contributions. .. There were
eight of us from Maswauk whe had con-
tributed. We returned home that night
at 12 and went to work at 7 in the mine.
Each and everyone of us eight that had
given money were told we weren't nead-
ed af work anymore. We'd got on the
blocklist,”

In 1908, the Finnish Socialist Faderotion
was organized in Hibbing, Minnesota, as o
foreign language federation of the American
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Socialist Party. In ten short years, the FSF
grew into o natienwide organization com-
prised of three regional districts, each with its
own locals and, by [907, each with its own
official newspaper. One estimate is that,

at its height, the FSF could claim the sym-
pathy of nearly a third of all Finnish Amer-
icans.

The FSF eventually split apart, ot first
over syndicalism and the I'WW (Industrial
Workers of the World, the "Wobblies," for
years one of the largest and most militant
unions in the country) and, later, over sup-
port for the Communist International , But
the FSF left an indelible stamp on the Finnish
immigrants. |t served to radicalize a broad
segment of the Finnish-American community,
offering them the vision of o better life that
the Oliver Mining Company did not. It was
these same radical Finns whe played o major
role in developing a network of Finnish
co-ops in the region,

It was a bitter lesson in laber struggles
which first interested Finnish Socialists in
co=ops. During a |907 strike of lron Range
miners (see box), merchants in Hibbing and
Biwaubik became angered ever the sudden
slump in their business due to the strike. In
hepes of pressuring miners back to work and
thus improving business, the merchants cut off
credit to strikers,

In effect, their action cut off supplies to
the finonelally strapped miners. The strikers
responded by organizing co-ops in Biwaubik,
Hibbing, and Eveleth, The leeal businass
establishment did all it could te cut off these
co=ops at the wholesale level, but their
attempts failed. The co-ops, howaver, did
not last long. Set up as stop-gap measures
in response to a crisis, they quickly folded
when Oliver Mining Co, succesded in break-
ing the strike. Shert-lived though they were,
these stores provided a vivid lesson for the
socialists on the mle cooperatives eauld play
in the class struggle.

Consequently , socialist Finns took an
active rele in ancther realm of Finnish ad-=



Minnesota mine weorkers, ea, 1910

jusiment to America, the trend toward estab-
lishing co—ops te meet commen needs.

In 1903, thirteen Finnish farm families
around Menchga, Minnesota, pooled what
resources they could spare and invested 3170
towards the development of a cooperative
store. The Cooperative Sampo of Menahga
was soon followed in 1906 by similar under-

takings in Clifford and Brantwood, Wisconsin.
There was one common facter behind all of
these early, rural co-ops: exploitation by
Jocal merchants.

In 1904, "roads were still bad and com-
munication poor, " began a history of the
Farmer's Industrial Association of Clifford,

‘Wisconsin, "so it was impossible for farmers
to trade ot forther points..." The iscletion
of the farmers made them dependent on the
"excessive prices” of the local storekeeper.
In Clifford, 16 Finnish farmers chipped in
310 sach to create an econemic alternative.

Similar conditions led to the founding of

the Brantwood Supply Company. The Finnish
homesteaders around Brantwood survived
chiefly by cutting and selling the timber on
their land. Local merchants had set up @
deal whereby they agreed to market the
homesteaders' lumber while at the same tim
sell the farmers necessary supplies on credif,
Accounts were to be settled once a year,

To their surprise, the Finns cround Brant-
wood often discovered during the annual
accounting that their timber hed been sold
at less than the previously agreed upon price
and that somehow it always turned out that
they owed money to their local middleman.
They decided the only solution was to estab-
lish their own cooperative.

5o began the Finnish cooperative move-
ment . A strike by copper miners in Michigan
in 1914 and another strike on the Mesabi in

I717 led to the formation of still more
CoO=0ps.
Inall, by IF17 sixty-five co-ops had

4
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sprung up in the three stote region of north=
ern Minnesota, Wisconsin and Michigan.
They had been spawned by the Finn's plight

in the more remote rural areas, by labor
strikes, and by the support of the widespread
radical element within the Finnish community.

These co-ops had a number of common
characteristies. First, they were member
controlled. Membership consisted of buying
a share in the co-op. Members then elected
‘a board ; the beard hired a manager for the
co-op, as well as assisted in managing the

store. But a serious lack of experienced
managers also wos characteristic of many
of the early Finnish co-ops.

Also, for the most part, these co-ops
were far flung and isolated from each other.
There was no way either to build upon their
commen interests nor work out salutions to their
comman problems. But this changed early in
117,

"The current wor has provided the food
spaculators with a greater chance thon
ever before to profiteer ot the expense of
of both the producer and the consumer.,."

began an open letter which circulated the
Finnish co-ops of the North Country in 1917,
The letter, drawn up by cooperators from
Hancock and lron River, Michigan,
continued:

"We have noticed that prices drop when
producers get ready o market their
harvest. . \Why shouldn’t we gather our
purchases into one...We could buy

flour, or even grain, and mill it
ourselves. We could buy soap, coffee
and ather merchandise direet.,."

The letter ended with a call to¢ meet in
Superior in J'-'l':r".r 1217 .

Representatives from 19 co-ops came to
the meeting. High on their list of concerns
was the formation of a "jeint buying circle”
to secure Finnish fovorites made scarce by the
war: hardtack, toasts and heavy rye breads.
$15.50 was raised at the meeting as initial
capital, and a young man, John Numivuori,
volunteerad his services as manager.

Thus began the Cooperafive Central
Exchange. Perhaps mare than any other
arganization of the immigrant Finns, the
CCE would succeed in pulling together the
diverse alements of the Finnish American
community, both the moderates who saw their
co-ops @s @ practical response fo the loed ,
exploitative storekeepers and the radicals
who sow co-ops as a useful aid in class
struggle.

Chut of thelr common belief in the poten-
tial of cooperatives to bring about change,
these Finns would begin to build the CCE
inte @ multimillion dollar cooperative srgan-
ization whose 50-year history would include
confrontations with the Great Depression, a
world war, the International Communist
Party, ond corporate capitalism. The story
of the Cooperative Central Exchange is a
history of cooperatives as o force for change,
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Warehouse workers ot the

"Ten years have past. From an insignif-
icant beginning, a cooperative wholesale
has grown up. The co-operative movement
has become a living mevemant. The local
co-operatives are not merely stores, but
links in the working class movement . "

The co-operative wheolesale mentioned
here is the Co-operative Central Exchange
of Superier, Wisconsin. The co-operative
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Co-cperative Central Exchonge

movement is that of Finnish-Americans in
the first quarter of this century. The passage
itself comes from the September 1927 Co-op-
erative Pyramid Builder, English language
organ of the CLE, 1he article continues:

"...The Co-operative Central Exchange
has based its struggle to strengthen the
co-operative movement on the fact that
the co-operative movement is a working
class movement. . .Workers and formers. . .



feel that their local societies, and their
cantral orgonization as well, are their
own institutiens. ..This makes the move-
ment a living movement deeply rooted in
the every day struggles of the working
masses, "

There's more to this thon mere rhetoric.
In ten short vears, the CCE grew from 515.00
worth of pooled donations into a business with
sales of more than a million dellars. That in
itsalf suggests the CCE did indeed have sub-
stantial support. Further, this support, welded
tegather out of widely dispersed alements in
the Finnish co-operative movement, came
tegether behind an erganization with a
decidedly political thrust.

In 1917, however, the CTCE was liitle
more than a notion in the minds of those who
attended & meeting in Superior. At the time,
though the sixty Finnish co-ops of the region
could-have benefited from a central organi-
zation, few were interested or wil[Tng to
join ona, Even though the call for the
meeting to set up a "jeint buying circle"
was widely distributed and was carried in the
Finnish pericdical Pelta Eﬁu]ii (Field ﬂ
Home), representatives from only 17 co-oper-
atives showed up,

Reasans for this less than broad based
support are not hard to find. The Finnish
co-operative societies were far-flung: from
the upper Michigen peninsula to western
Minnesota. This, combined with poor roads,
has fo be considered as one recson why few
co-ops considered aftending the meeting in
Superior,

Another reason was simply apathy, Mot
all Finnish societies at the time recognizad
the benefits of a central orgonization. For
the most part, these societies were fairly
young in 1717, They had been started by farm
familias, miners, and tHimber workers. Ti'ley
pooled what money they had and often, as
soon as they could afford it, hired o store-
keeper to manage the co-op. They saw little
else involved in cooperctives .

A third reason for CCE's humble begin-
nings needs fo be recognized: friction omeng
the Finnish immigrants themselves. Consar-
vative and radical Finns had been heating it
up between each other ever since the-tides of
socialism first bagan to sweep through the
Finnish-American community. The friction
boiled down to this: The more conservative
Finns resented the "Red" stigma that had been
pinned on all Finns. As they saw it, Finnish
radicalism only served to keep the entire
Finnish-American community further allenated
from the American way of life they all were so
acttely dependent upon. The rmdicals, on the
other hand, sow this attitude of their compa-
triots as nothing less than a betrayal of the
interests of working class Finns, This friction
simmered over the years, accasionally flaring
up traumatically, With the development of
cooperatives , this friction merely spread into
a new area of Finnish-American activity.
Some cooperative: societies were conservative,
organized primarily for economic advantages;
some were progressive, orgonized out of speci-
fic laber struggles; and still other co-ops re-

T T T PSS

The CCE did not ap-
pear on the scene with
broad support. Only a
small segment saw a
central organization as a
useful ally in the
struggles of working
people.

presented an uneasy truce between the two
factions.

For Finnish co-operators who wonderad,
in 1917, which faction this new erganiza-
tion supported, the answer was not hard te
surmise. Far one, the meeting was strongly
promated by Pelta ja Kolti. Pelta ja Kolti
was put out by the Tyomies Publishing
Society. The soclety's weekly, Tyomies
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The Red Star Charus with twin pines symbal ,

(Worker) had for some years served as one of
of the official organs of the Finnish Social -
ist Federation. Through Pelta ja Kolti,

the Tyomies Society regularly promoted

the development of co-operatives as an

aide to workers in the class siruggle.
Further, the Exchange's first office was
located in the Tyomies building in Super-
ior.

In shert, the new organization clearly
bore the stamp of the radical elemant in
the Finnish-American community, For
conservative co-ops, that was regson enough
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to stu-l,- QWY .

For a variety of recsons, then, the
Co-operative Central Exchange did not
appear on the scene with broad suppert
already in existence. At best, it came
from a small segment of the then dispersed
cooperative movement who saw in o cen-
trol organization the potential to sirengthen
the Finnish cooperctive movement and
make it a useful ally in the struggles of
working people. The task in 1917 was to
build support for the new organization,



The economic crisis of 1920-22 pro-
vides g good vantage point frem which te
see how the CCE managed to build that

support .

Throughout the war years, the Ameri-
can economy was characterized by both
scarcity and inflation. Although these
conditions made it difficult for the CCE
to establish itself, for the cooperative
movement as a whole, the state of the
economy had its benefits. Inflation had
made the advantoges of cooperatives
all the more obvious, stimulating the
formation of @ number of new sociefies.
Furthermore, for established co-ops, high
prices made possible the aceumulation of
surpluses, often in the form of large
inventories.

People ot the CCE, however, were
aware of hazords in the sitvation. With
the close of WWI, scarcity would no
longer be o dominating facter in the
market. Inflated prices were due for an
adjustment .

"A board member suggested that o
waming be issued to all CCE affiliates, "
wrote V.5, Alanne several years later.

In 1920, Alanne was the CCE's first direct-

or of a new education department at the

Exchange and thus was intimately involved

in the gothering crisis.

Alanne, at the board's direction, sent
out a letter. A general drop in prices s
to ba expected presently. Reduce your
stocks as qIJ.IEI{]}I' as pc:HTHE. E-Ll'f gnnds
in small quantities only.

"Sad to say," Alanne later wrote,

"many managers paid no heed to the wam-

ing but drifted blindly toward disaster...”

By mid=-1920, prices suddenly began to

tumble. In desperation, numerous affiliat-

ed and unaffilicted co-ops turned to the
CCE for help and advice. When someone
from the Exchange arrived on the scene,
they found that all of these co-ops had

a common problem. The deflation had
served only to bring long term mismanage-'
ment to a crisis.

At the Wright, Minnesota, co-op, for
instance, Alanne found that local farmers
whe had organized the store in 1919 had
hired o former storekeeper to manage the
co-op. By 1921, he had "manoged" to
lose all of the store's capitalized stock
and put the store 34000 in the hole. By
1921, the CCE's response to a situation
such as the one in Wright had become
routine. It sent in o "troubleshoster” to
straighten out the co-op's books and help
the farmers understand the causes of their
predicament. With the CCE's help, they
were able to strike o bargain with eradi-
tors and find @ more competent manager,
In return, the co-op joined the Exchange.

The example of the Wright co-op was
often repeaied throughout the deflation
period. In some instances, such as ot
Kettle River and Mew York Mills co-ops,
the economic crisis and the CCE's ability

Throughout the war
years, inflation made the
advantages of coopera-
tives all the more obvious,
while deflation brought
long term mismanage-
ment to a crisis.

to help brought on fundamental changes
in control. Conservative board members
opposed to CCE's programs and politics
were swept out of office and replaced by
progressive, pro-CCE majorities.

In short, a large degree of the CCE's
support was built upen its ability to be a
very real asset in the struggles for survival
of the local co-ops.

13




By 1924, the Exchange had gone a leng
way toward realizing the goals of those 19
pecple who had gathered in Superior almost
a decade earlier. By that year, the CCE
had grown to 74 members with a net sales
of aver one million dellars. It owned and
staffed its own warehousing and beking
facilities. It operated testing kitchens to
insure the quality of the products it dis-
tributed. It had olso developed a wide
ranging inventory which included its own
"Red Star" label of goods. (See box.)
These distribution operations were further
augmented by two other depariments: auditing
and education.

The Auditing Deportment developed o
simple, efficient bookkeeping system which
did much to bring order to the chrenically
chootic financial records of many co-ops.
The department also provided badly needed
auditing services to member societies.

The Education Department was in all
respects a "well-oiled propaganda machine.”
It conducted annual cooperative training
courses which taught basic management
skills as well as an appreciation for close
cooperation between local stores and the
CCE, These courses, begun in |918, became
a reliable supply of maragers for the entire
Finnish co-operative movement.

The Education bepurhn&ni‘ alsoe put out
a propaganda and information monthly, the

Co-operative Pyramid Builder. The Builder,
published in English, was designed specifi-
cally to reach out beyond the confines of the
Finnish-American community, It contained
timely articles ranging from the immediate
concerns of the co-ops to features on the

growing lobor and cooperative movements,
both In the U.5. and abread.

The department also organized a thegiri-
cal trovpe. The troupe, featuring the Red
Star Chorus (see box), toured the co-ops
putting on plays which, through song, dance,
and vaudevilla, underscored the advantages
of worker solidarity ond a central coopera-
tive organization.
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But economic and orgonizational success,
as already mentioned, were not the only mo-
tivating foctors at work within the Exchange.
Many at tha CCE saw their work as an effort
to develop cooperatives in solidarity with
the labor movement. In this area, twe devel-
epments -- the growthef communist sympathies
within the Exchange and debate aver the
question of palitical neutrality -- were to be
of fundamental importance.

The growth of communist influence ot
the Exchange actually reflected o shift in the
direction of the brooder Finnish-American
radical cemmunity. Up until 1920, the Finnish
Secialist Federation had served as the princi-
pal political organization end ideslogical
forum for radical Finns. But repeated sat-
backs for the labor movement in the U.5.
ond the successful Bolshevik takeover in
Russia in 1917 combined to steer many Finnish-
American radicals &ut of socialism toward
COMmunism.

In 1920, the F5F voted te withdraw from
+he American Socialist Party and establish
itse|f as an unaffiliated Finnidh Federation,
This new federation had strong sympathies for
Lenin's Third International, the Comintern.
From that point on, ties between Finnish-
American radicals and the Comintem in-
creasad.

In 1922, the Worker's Party of Amerlca
(WPA) was erganized as a united front effort
which the Comintern hoped would bring the
then illegal communist parties of the U.S.
into closer contact with other left groups,

The new party seemed made to order for
the Finns., Ten years of affiliation with the
American Socialist.Party (ASP) had developed
omong radical Finns o distinct appetite for
invelvement in broadly based political par-
ties. The Finns soon made wp 6,000 of the
WPA's 15,000 members. But the Finns didn't
stop there. In the same way that their
Finnish Federation had once been o foraign
language federation of the ASP, the Finns
now voted to make it a foreign language
affiliate of the WPA, This arrangement

meant that many more Finns could partici-
pate in party activities witheut being actual
party members,

But the WPA proved to be something
quite different than the American Socialist
Party. Where the ASP had relisd an an
extensive structure of distriet and national
conventions in its decision moking, the
WPA relied on the directives of the Camin- "
tarm.

In 1925, the Comintern instituted g
program designed to eradicate all "vestiges
of socialist organization" and bring commu-
nist parties around the world info wni formity
with democratic centralist principals, Knewn
as Bolshevization, the program called for the

Two developments —
the growth of communist
sympathies within the
Exchange and debate
over the question of pol-
itical neutrality — were of
fundamental importance.

abelishment of all communist clubs and orgon-
izations (e.g., foreign language federations)
affiliated with the Party. In their place,
"fractions” or cells were to be formed at the
workplece and in the neighborhood. The
fractions, under the direction of g hid:‘ﬂrl:h',r
which extended all the way to the Comintem
itself, were to "spread the influence of the
Party in non-Party spheres. "

Bolshevization did not sit well with the
Finns, What to the Comintern were "vestiges '
of socialist organization" were to the Finns
their worker's halls, their theatres, their
newspapers, their cooperatives and the rich
asseciative life that went along with them,
These were the very institutions that had
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sarvad as life rafts for thousands of Finnish-
Americans in their seemingly hostile new
wﬂﬂd.

Bolshevization, then, was viewed as o
threat by many of the Finns, and at first
they opposed it, But their opposition brought
sti ff pressure from the WPA and the Comin-
tern, When reorganization seemed inevitable,
some Finns began to draw up alternative plans.

‘““‘Cooperation is not a
class movement. It is
based on the interests of
all people. It does not
recognize class nor set
one class against another.”

In the fall of 1925, the Finns voted to
dissolve their Finnish Worker's Federation
and thus bowed to Parfy pressures for reorgan-
ization. But few federction members went
on ta join the WPA, Instead, they simply
yoted to form their halls and clubs inte a

- new, unaffiliated federation officially out-
side the bounds of further Party directives,
It's important to note, however, that the
Finns chose not to break completely from
the P':;lrl‘}r. On the contrary , the more ded-=
icated communists among them did form
fractions within the new federation and, in
effect, kept it operating right along party
lines.

The CCE mirrored these developments
within the rodical community. By 1925,
most of the employees and staff at the Ex-
change were either members of the WPA or
strongly in sympathy with its aims, The CCE
also showed the effects of Bolshevization.

A fraction committe responsible for CCE
affairs was formed, composed of those who
were already in virtual conirol of the Ex-
change.
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In short, many Finnish-American radicals,
from the workers' hall to the CCE board
room, put themselves in the position of
having leyalties to two movements, the
:nnpumﬁve and the communist, Both
movements had @ common goal, the ad-
vancement of the interests of working
people. But events would soon bring the
two movements and the Finnish radicals
themselwas into sharp conflict.

_ That same conflict was also brewing on
another front,

"The question of the day in the cooper-
ative movement is not communism or non-
communism. The question is, shall the
cooperative movement be a working class
movement to help the workers and the
farmers to fight against the exploitation

- and robbery or the present profit system,
or shall it decay into a meaningless,
powerless and selfish business affair,"”

50 wrote George Halonen in the Feb-
ruary 1928 issue of the Co-operative
Pyromid Builder . Halonen wosn't being
melodramatic, Debate over that question
had been steadily heating up during the
pravious three years,

In 1925, V.5. Alanne resigned his posi-
tion as educational director of the CCE.
During his five years with the CCE, Alanne
had come fo regerd cooperatives as a sphere
of activity capable of building @ new eco-
nomic order based on democracy, economy,
equality, and unity. He left the Exchange
to take up cooperative work elsewhere be-
cause he felt the strong class stond at the
CCE, as well as a pervasive clannishness
among Finnish cooperctives, were chstacles
to the development of the movement. But
Alanne could net find @ way around these
obstacles simply by leaving the Exchange.

In November 1926, the Fifth Coopera-
tive Congress (made up of co-ops from across
the U.5.) met in Minneapolis and, strongly
influenced by CCE representatives, adopted



a resolution to the effect that the cooperative
movement was o part of the broader labor
movement .,

To Alanne, this was an eminous threat
to the entire movement, He feared that the
Congress was being dominated "by elements
which . have not become sufficiently Ameri-
canized. .. to grasp the peculiar require-
mants of an Americon movement.” He warned
that anything less than political neutrality
would cause a severe split in the diverse
elements of the movement, alienate as yet
unaffilioted cooperatives from the Congress,
and leave the movement vulnerable to
attacks from conservative and reactionary
gquarters.

The resolution was particularly galling
to J.P. Warbasse, president of the Congress.
Warbasse was a philanthropist whose efforts

T

money had played a major role in getting
‘angrass off the ground. Where Alanne
'8 distinctions were an obstaocle, War-
= saw them as foolishness.

Warbose wrote,

“There is only one class struggle, This
struggle consists in the siruggle of the
workers to get into the capitalist class
and the struggle of the capitalists to keep
out of the working class. .. .Cooperation
is not a class movement. It is based on
the interests of all people. It does not
recognize class nor set one class against
another.”

With the lines drawn, the differences
began to sharpen throughout the '20's.
George Halonen, who succeeded Alanne
as education director, ottacked the notion
that a classless, consumer-based cooperative
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Graduates of the first CCW co-op management training session, (718,
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movement could bring about any significant
changes In the profit system. Cerbain seg-
ments of consumers, he argued,

are getting all the benefits under the
presant systam and will fight every move-
ment that sets as Its purpose the changing
of the present system, ,."

Consumer cooperation, said Halonen, is an

atte

mpt

to mislead the working chiss cooperators
with a most fallacious political doctrine .”

Alanne alse came mere o' the peink

"These cooperators want to tie up our young
movement of cooperative enterprises closely
with the destinies of the political working
class movement . . . As cooperators they are
ready to accept the intellectual hegemony

of a certain political working class party,
which means., . .they are willing to take

~ dictates in the cooperative work..."

1R

By 1928, the debate struck closer to home

for the CCE. At co-ops in Toimi and Men-
ahga, Minnesota, conflicts broke out. Seme
members were flatly opposed to their store's
affiliation with the CCE and its radical posi-
tions. When these members foiled to obtain
decisive majorities in their societies, they
initiated legal action, claiming their stores
were not adhering to basic cooperctive

principles.

As the decade drew to o close, the
Co-operative Central Exchange and the
Finnish coocperative movement as a whale
could well be proud of their accomplish-
ments. Their efforts were also gaining them
respect in their communities and in the
larger Amarican cooperative movement.

With the dawn of the "30's and capital-
ism's slide into the Great Depression, their
economic and organizational achievements
seemed only te hint at the real potential
that lay in their movement. But the issue
of political direction was still hotly contest-
ed. lronically, the factors which would
finally tip the balance and turn the dabate
into near warfare were not to come from
Superior or Minnesota at all...



PART III

A Movement in Crisis

The CCE, though it had grown by leaps
and bounds over the past ten years, faced
growing internal dissension over its future
direction, particularly its political direction.

On July 25, 1929, the following letter
was sent from the Secretariat of the Worker's
{ Communist) Party of America (WPA) to its
Fraction Committee in charge of Party affairs
at the Co-operative Central Exchonge (CCE)
in Superior, Wisconsin:

"Dear Comrodes:

The Party is confronted with the
most serious financial crisis it ever
faced in its life. Only with the
combined efforts of all of the Party
members and of all of the organiza-
tions connected with the Party, will
it be possible to overcome this crisis,.."

The letter went on to direct the Fraction
to secure a $5,000 loan for the Party from
the Exchange. The letter concluded:

"The need for this money is so
great thot we can hope to get out
of the present difficulties only if
we take for granted that immediate=
ly upon receipt of this letter vou
will carry-out this decision.”

On the whele, the granting of such re-
guests was not unusval at the Exchange, The
CCE sat at the hub of a cooperative distribu-
tion network which had o clear allegiance
to the Left politics of its day. A resolution
passed at the 1928 CCE annual meeting
declared the cocoperative movement to be
a part of the larger labor movement and
thus could not be neutral in the class
struggle. On this basis, the CCE Boord
made regular, generous donafions to a
variety of political cauvses.

The likelihood of the Party getting its
requasted loan was heightened by anether
factor. The CCE Executive Committee and
Board of Directors included the Party's own
Fraction Committee as well as some of the
key leaders of Finnish=American communism,
including George Halonen, CCE Educational
Directer; Eskel Ronn, CTCE general manager;
Matti Tenhunen, manager of the Finnish
languege communist paper Tyomies, and
Jack Vainionpoa, also of Tyomies.

But the source and timing of the request
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made it a particularly loaded issue, 1t came
at a crucial moment, both for the CCE as a
whole and for Finnish-Americon communists
as well.

For its part, the CCE, though it hed
grown by leaps and bounds over the past fen

_years, faced growing internal disension over
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its future direction, particularly its political
direction.

The Finnish-American
communists at the CCE
began to doubt the lead-
ership of their political
party, the WPA.

Finnish-Ameri can communists, on the

“ other hand, while consistently arguing for

“- @ working class allegiance at the Exchange,

" were confronted by another problem in their

“own ranks, How were they to relate to a

" political party, the WPA, which hod become

increasingly demanding and directive?

Given the conflicting forces at work
within the Exchange, it's net surprising that
the Party's letter touched off a series of
events which became a major turning point
in the development of the CCE. Like any
controversy, the facts surrounding events in
Superior In 1929-30 are awash in controversy.
Chver the years, all sides have created their
own versions of the conflick.

- What follows is my own interpretation of
those events, based largely on an account
to be found in a PhD dissertation, For the
Common Good: Finnish Radiealism in the
Western Great Lakes -H_@ ,» by Mike Kami.

Karni's account is the most detailed and
balanced accounting of the "struggle on the
cooperative front" that | have seen. It is
based on documents from a variety of sources
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not readily evailable, including minutes of
CCE Executive Committee aond Baard maet-
ings, Finnish newspapers, {particularly
Tyomies), interviews, and unpublished
manuscripts written by those involved,

Mo one really knows what went through
the minds of those on the Froction committee
when they received the Party's letter. But
it tock them four long days to respond to
ther Party's urgent request. Whatever went
on in those four days, no doubt it intensi-
fied all of the ambivalence which Finnish-
American communists felt toward the WPA,

As nliraud)r |‘|‘|Enﬁ1;:r|E::|r "Bolshevization"
hod done much to sour relations between
Finnish-American communists and the Party.
Because the Finns had balked af the recrgan-
ization, the Party cost o suspicious eye on
tha Finns' Party loyalty, Several of the
Finns, on the other hand, had seriously

begun to doubt the political wisdom of the
WPA,

All of this was aggavated in 1928, fol-
lowing a general lefiward shift in Communist
policy throughout the world. This shift
originated in Moscow as Stalin took increas—
ingly extremist positions on issues within
the Russian Communist Party in an effort to
isolate and undermine the position of his
closest rival, Nikelai Bukharin.

This struggle eventually spilled over
into the Communist International (Comintern) .
Since 1924, Bukharin had held sway in the
formulation of Comintern pelicy. The result
had been an effort on the part of Communist
Parties around the world to build united
fronts with other left groups in trade unions
and cooperatives.

Beginning in 1928, however, Stalin be-
gan to undermine these policies and with
them the power of Bukharin, their principle
architect. Stalin claimed that world copi-
talism had entered its third period of post
World War | development, a period which
would be marked by crises and upheavals
of revolutionary propertions. The Third
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The Management Committee in session

left to right: lvan Lanto; Peter Kokkonen; Henry Kaoski, secretary;
Oscar Corgan, president; Matti Tentiunen; Eskel Rohn; George Halonen,

Period, according to Stalin, demanded
appropriate factics, First, Communist Par-
ties should prepare to seize the revolution-
ary potential of the period by refusing to
colloborate with secial democrats, previous-
|y the Communists' principal ally in united
fronts. Secondly, Communists should de-
stroy reformist tendencies in the working
class by attacking social democratic parties.
Finally, Communist Parties should gird tham-
selves for the coming revelutionary struggles
by purging their ranks of “right deviation-
ists" who, under the circumstances, were
the main danger from within.

It was this "Third Peried" line which
found Increasing expression in the Comin-
tern and thus in the actions of Communist
Parties around the world.

In 1929, the whole phenomena of the
Stalin=-Bukharin rift and Stalin's rise to
pre-eminence in the Communist werld
struck closer to home for American Commu-
nists.

Judged by the Comintern to be out of
line with Third Peried policies, the WPA
leadership was abruptly summoned to Mas-

21



cow fo answer to a special commission set
_up to selve the "American guestion.”

Stalin's solution wos to strip Jay Lovestone,
who had once had ties with Bukharin, of his
leadership pesition and to elevate Max Be-
dacht and William Z. Foster in his stead.,
Bedacht and Foster returned home to begin
instituting Third Period policies in the WPA,

For Finnish-Americon communists in
Superior, such developments posed real prob-
lems, As Karni points out, Third peried pol-
icies clearly threatened the coalitional basis
of their most. promising work — the co-ops.

" The sour relationship between the WPA and
Finnish-Americans in Superior grew worse.

"As a Tyomies emploves ot that
time, | listened to the discussions
of editors and other seniors as they
made vp their minds an the Third

Peried policies of the Party,
weighing their doubts against
Party discipline, "

wrote Erick Kendall recent]y.

Throughout the '40's, Kendall served as
aditor of the Co-operative Builder, But in
1929, he worked in the circulation department
of the Tyomies , near the epicenter of an
impanding political upheaval in the Finnish-
American community .

"Lovalties and offiliations swung

back ond forth, usvally depending
on the person's own fartitude and

job fears when it come to confronting
the formidible power of the Party."

It was inte this growing embivalence and
confusion that the Party's letter arrived,

Fraction committee members had to come o
a decision on how to proceed.

On July 29, the Party received the fol-
lowing wire:
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“I'mpessible to loan money. Howve
no funds. Are borrowing surselves.

Hzlonen. "

Mo ane will ever know what played the
decisive role in the Fractien's reply. Was
it really a lack of funds or @ growing rife
with the Party which tipped the balance?

Stalin demanded that
Communist Parties re-
fuse to collaborate with
social democrats. It must
have been clear to the CCE
that this policy would de-
stroy the coalition basis
upon which the movement
was founded.

Apparently the Party itself didn't know.
Technically, the Fraction's reply was a
breach of Party discipline, but the Party
chose not to assume the worst, Two weeks
after the Fraction's initial response, the Party
sent another directive to their CCE Fraction.,
In a letter signed by Henry Pure, highest
ranking Finn in the WPA, the Party again
asked for money, this time o donation of
31,000, with 3300 to be raised by the Ex-
change and the other 3300 to be raised from
local co-ops "whe have our own people on

the boards.” Puro made it clear that the Party
now expectad the CCE and central stotes co-

operctives to "increasingly finance the Party
and its institutions. "

After some delay the Fraction responded
with a $250 contribution, half of what was
asked of the Exchange, Affiliate co-ops had
not even been contacted, In fact, according




bo Karni, up until this time, no mention of
the requests for money appears in the minutes
of any CCE Executive Committes or Board
meetings. So far, the Fraction had kept the
matter an intra-party affair.

For its part, the Party must have decided
't was Fime to deal with its errent Fraction in
o uncertain terms. Robert Minor, a high
party functionary, was dispatched te Superior
as the Party's personal representative. Minor,
like the Party, was in no moed o equivocate.

The Party, he told the Fraction, now wani-
ad from the Exchange o regular stipend of 1%
of its gross annual sales. (In 1929 sales were
$1,755,627; 1% equalled $17,558 . Payments,
he soid, could be hidden from non-party co-=
sperators by disguising them as legal fees to a
non-existent Mew York lawyer.

Furthermeore , Minor put the Fraction on
notice that the remaining $750 was still due

By now, both the Fraction and the Party
must have realized the situation hed grown
serious. By deferring a final decision te the
CCE Boord and ultimately to member societies,
the Fraction had not only sent the Parky's
personal representative home emphy handed »
they had made it clear they were willing to
put the question before the entire Finnish co-
operative movement. :

Still the Party resisted regarding the matter
as open defiance of Party autherity. latein
August, Mox Bedocht, head of the WPA, wired
Halonen that all Party members were instructed
bo support "with persuasive methods Minor's
proposals” at the upcoming CCE Board meeting.
The Party's telerance to this point has o be
regarded as an indication of how badly they
needed the financial support of the Finnish
Cooperative Movement.

At the end of August, the Board of the
CCE, the majerity of which were WPA members,

SArSmn

on the Party's donction request. Lastly, he
informed the Fractien that the Party wonted

a CCE field representative, Walter Harju,
relieved of his current responsibilities but
kept on the CCE payroll as a Party erganizer.

Apparently the CCE Fraction had become
equally hard nosed abaut its position. Led by
George Halonen, the Fraction told Minor that
anly the full Board of Directors could make
such @ momentous decision and, at that, only
with the consent of tha CCE annual meeting.

met and turned down the Party's proposals.

The situation had reached the point of

no returmn. The Party summaned Halonen te
Mew York to "liquidate Superior problem,”
When Halenen did not appear, the Party
officially expelled him. It glso urged the
CCE Board to fire him as Educational Direct-
or and hire Walter Harju in his place.

When the CCE Board refused, the Party
enlisted the support of the Finnish language
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Without its leadership, the party warned,
the cooperative movement will “‘drift into
absorption by the capitalist system or into
destruction in competition with it.”’

paper Tyomies ., In an editorial the day
after fﬁeﬁm's decision, Tyomies declared

that the Party's Third Period move against
the Right extended into the cooperative
movement as wall

Referring to the 1928 resolution of the
CCE annual meetings, the editorial went en
to declare that simply being a part of the
general labor movement was ro longer enough.
Conditions of the Third Period necessitated
that Tyomies readers get behind the effort of
communists to bring all mass orgonizotions
under closer direction of the Party. The ed-
itorial also colled for stronger discipline in
the fraction system.

Twa days later, TEmTes began what

would become almest daily artacks on Hal=
onan as an arch right-winger and chiaf dan-
ger of the cooperative movement.

The Party also sent in a special Party
organizer, Karl Reeve, to head a commission
whose main purpose was to orchestrate efforts
to oust Halonen from the CCE,

The main thrust of the campaign was that
"Halenen and Co." were guilty of treachery
of the worst kind. Instead of educating "the
working masses in the coocperative movement”
of pnrl'icuh:r demands of the Third Peried ==
namely bringing the cooperative movement
under closer direction of the Party == Halo-
nen and Co, were trying to cause o breach
between tha Party and the movement. With-
out its leadarship, the Party warned, the co-
operative movement will "driff info ubsnrp-
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tion by the capitalist system or inte destruct-
ion in competition with it." In short, the
cooperative movement had two choices: "the
cutherity of Halonen and his supporters or
the autherity of the Comintern, the leader
of the revelutionary warking class..."

From the outsst, it was the CCE Board
which teck on the official task of countering
the Party's charges, saying that the issue at
stoke was not one of personalities or "the
opinions of this or that group!’ but rather o
question of conirol of the Exchange. Ever




careful to stress that the Exchange had always
aligned itself with the working cless struggle,
the Board tack the pesition that it waos es-
sential for cooperatives to remain neuiral fo
the various factions within the broader work-
ing class movement. Aftacks such as the
Party's, the Board charged, threatensd to
reduce the CCE into a meaningless secharian
movement by destroying the demoeratic

mass character of the organization. In short,
the Board charged, the Party was threatening
the unity of the cooperative movement.

From Movember of '29 through the early
months of 1930, the Board and the Party took
their cases to the Finnish cooperators, From
the very baginning, the Party not only failad
to make headway, it began to lose ground.
In late '29, annuwal regional coocperative
meetings come out solidly behind the CCE
Beard.

By the end of the year, several chapters
of the Communist-led Finnish Worker's Fed-
eration come out with endersements of the
Board's position in the controversy. For the

Party, the situation was quickly changing
from ene of bringing the Exchange under
"closer direction” to simply maintaining
discipline within its own ranks.

Convening special "Peoples Tribunals",
Reeve offered renegede Party members the
c:ppljrl'unihr to confess and repant, When
few chose that option, Reeve found himself
in the self-defeating position of summarily
expelling entire chapters of the Warkers
Federation. Youth ond women's auxiliaries
were decimated as well, Hundreds of individ-
vals were purged.

For the Party, there was tragic irony to
their position. Everywhere they tumed,
evidence of the correctness of Stalin's Third
Period analysis abounded. In late 1929, stock
markets around the world were crashing in
chaos, The economic fortunes of warkers and
farmers were growing grim.

But Stalin's correspending tactics of
attacking social democratic "fascists" and

The delegates to the all-important April, 1930, Annual Meeting of the CCE
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purging "right deviationists" within the Party
were increasingly isolating the Party and
those of its members who continued to be
loyal .

As the April Annual Mesting of the Ex-
change drew near, the conflict headed info
near frenzy. Both sides knew what was nec-
essary -- obtaining a decisive majority of
delegates at the meeting, Consequantly , the
conflict, which hod once been limited to
Superior, soon radioted into cooperatives and
workers halls throughout the region.

It was in this peried that friendships and
families broke apart over the controversy.
Speakers were heckled, Fist fights broke out.
Clandestine transfers of stock took place on
both sides in afforts to gorner voting mojorities
in local co-ops.

Meanwhile events tock a new tumn within
the Porty. Matti Tenhunen, Fraction and
Board member, was summened to Moscow to
explain the Fraction's side in the controversy.
Tenhunen had long been involved in both the
Communist and cooperative mevements among
Finnish-Americans. He had believed all along -
that a rift between the Party and Finnish co-ops
could be averted. Once in Moscow, however,
Tenhunen suddenly sided with the Party. In
the first of what would become o barrage of
cables to Superior from the Comintern, Ten-

* hunen urged Finns to rally round the Party.

_ Finally, the day of the annual meeting

' arrived. According to Kami, only official
 delegates with credentials thoroughly checked
' could enter the Worker's Hall on Tower Ave-
nue in Superior. Fraternal organization

. delegates had to apply formally to the Rules

" Committee for permission to enter the build-
ing. Husky young Finns were posted around
the walls as sergeants at arms.

b R

The mesting opened on April 21 with
"greetings” from "fraternal erganizations”
read to the delegates.

Among the greetings were cables from the
" Comintern and the Communist Party of Finland

7h

(in exile) attacking "Halonen and. ., ,urging
Finnish cooperaters not to let the entire move=
ment go down the drain for the sake of one

man,"”

Mext on the agenda came the annual
reports of auditor, manager and educational
director .,

The Left Wing Committee, organized by
the Party for the meeting, spent naarly two
days tearing into the reports, particularly
Halonen's, charging that the actions of Renn
and Halonen were driving the CCE in the
direction of the bourgeosie.

~ The main issuve didn't come up until the
third and lost day of the meeting.

A motion wasmade from the Left Wing
Committee that Halonen and Ronn be fired,
It was ruled out of order, Only the Board of
Directors could hire or fire.

Following this caome a motion that Tenhunen,
Corgan, and Vianionpaa—three board mem-
bers who had ot the last moment switched
their suppert to the Party —be removed from
the Boord for advacating a boycott of the CCE.

After long debate the question was called:
167 in favor of their ouster; 8% opposed.

Two other motions were offersd and passed
in quick succession. One wos @ motion
appreving the actions of the Board and staff
over the previous year. The other was o
motion that a wire be sent to the Comintem,
thanking them for their greeting to the annual
meeting and Informing them of the maeting's
decisions. '

The Party had lost, soundly -= defeated
by its own inflexible and unrealistic demands.

But more importantly, the CCE's divorce
from the WPA would have a profound impact
on the political character of the CCE, rocking
the very underpinnings which had guided much
of the CCE's development.



PARTI1V

A Movement
‘‘ Americanized’’

The Finns found themselves confronted
by Americans very much in need of the
advantages of co-op organizations.

"The collapse of the profit system,
which every coooerator hos always
known must come, has finally arrived, "

began on editarial in the Co-operative
Builder, official English language argan of
the Co-operative Central Exchange [ CCE),

“...end in arriving, it has provided
us with a great opportunity "

The vear was 1932, and indeed it must
have appeared to Finnish=American coopera-
tors of the CCE that they were on the verge
of great opportunities. With economic choos
gripping the entire notien and major finon-
cial and govarnment institutions daing little
to help, the Finns found themselves in the
very position they had been building towards
for years. With fifteen vears of experience
behind them in developing and meintaining
a cooperative network of their own in rela-
tive isolation, |'h=j|r found themselves con-
fronted by Americans very much in need of
the advantages of cocperative orgenization.
Further, the recent break with the Warkers'

Farty of America (WPA) had served to re-
solve key guestions concerning the fundamen-
tal purposes of the Exchange,

As a result, o new consensus had emerged
within the CCE which wauld provide
definite direction for the future.

"MENACE"

Friogwing the sxample of 1he fide ddsocivlion head who debbed
CONEUTATL -IEETALION 4 loréign-instigokéd BlUght™ Lhe Lrode
prper “Hardwaze Ape” publisies 1S carton aNswing URE SE=Ep

‘menace” pouncing serees the Atlandie an poer, litle Ameres

Fram the Co-aperative Builder, 1538

{redrown: L.F.)
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The Builder editarial concluded,

"Mever bafore hos there been such fer-
tile ground for propagating the seeds of
cooperation.

By 1932, the CCE hod made an important
transition. |t had broken all ties, ideclogical
as well as organizational, with the WPA,
During the factional 'I"igl'rl', the CCE had ﬂfgu&d
that the cooperative movement must remain
nautral to verious factions within the werking

class. This move toward "neutrality”, however,

took on quite different connotations follewing
the 1930 annual meeting. This was becausa,
although the WPA was rejected by CCE co-
operators, it didn’t simply go away. Rather,
it set up o competing wholesale , the Worker's
and Farmer's Unit}r Allianca. The Alliance
remained a persistent thorn in the side of the
CCE throughout the early 1930's.

This engoing struggle with the WPA un-
derscored the need within the Exl:hunga- ta
make a distinction between cooperative and
communist activity. |ncreasingly, that dis-
tinction was found through viewing coopera-

The CCE was left with
an ideology where the
enemy was no longer the
bosses, the weapon was
no longer the strike, the
goal was no longer
revolution.

tive davelopment as a progressive movement
in its own right. Initial steps taken in this
regard, though superficlal at first, gradually
gathered momentum.

For example, immediately following the

28

climactic 1930 annual meeting, steps were
taken to remove the hammer and sickle from
the CCE's Red Star label and replace it with
the circle pinas emblem of American Coopera=
tivism. Soon, the Red Star was gone as well,
with the simple word "Co-op” appearing en
the lgbel in its stead, With g new label came
a new name, At the I932 meeting, it was
voted to change the naome of the CCE to
Central Co-operative Wholesale (CCW),

Mare fundamental changes revealed them-
salves I'hmugh the poges of the Co-operative
E-uilder,, The views of both "'n."'.ﬁ. Ilunne and
J.P. Warbasse, who had previously come in

for scathing attacks within the pages of the
Builder, were now given extensive and cor-

dial exposure.

Rather than co-ops as auxiliaries of the
class struggle, these men promoted co-ops
as part of a brood consumers movement, based
on the commen interest of all people as con-
sumers and aimed at replocing the profit
system with o system based on satisfying
needs, In "Cooperatism as o Philesophy of
Consumers Co-operation,” a 1935 Bujlder
article by Alanne, he elaborated: "Co-opera-
tion does not acknowledge laber as the only
creator of wealth.” Alanne contended that,
actually, nothing has any value until it is
the ﬁb]m:l af mﬁ!uﬁler demand , Aﬁuﬂing
that the "creators of value" deserved the
right to "economic leadership of society, "
Alanne held that society should be con-
trolled and operated in the interests of the
consumer .

Therefore, Alanne concluded, cooperg-
tion is not a proletarian movement operated
in the interests of the working class, but
rather it is ¢ consumers movement, operated
by and for consumers, In effect, Alanne
was relegating interests along class lines to
no more nor less than factional interests to
be subordinated to the broader consumers'
movament .

What all of this actually reveals is the
profound impact of the '29-30 struggle on the
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- development of COW co-ops, Met only wes
the COW increasingly neutral teward organi-
zations nat directly invelved in cooperative
development, but it increasingly diverced
itsalf from the class outlook which had guidec
its development for nearly 15 years. In its
stead was an ideclogy where the enemy was
no longer the bosses but rather price gougers
and profit taking middlemen; where the
weapon was no longar the strike but rather
quality controlled merchandise and o trade
rebate; and where the goal was no longer
revolution but rather consumer control of the

2ComonT .

The CCW's increasing  consumer orien=
tation naturally determined where the Whole-
wle would seek to cultivate its allies --
nomely, among the sroadest possible base of
consumers as well as among the larger Amer-
ican consumers” cooperotive movement. But

alliances in both these areas would in their
own ways affect the direction of the CCW,

For instance, attracting a broader range
of consurfiers inte CCW co-ops ealled for a
malor drive at the CCE to, in the words of
Erick Kendall, "gradually breck out ot the
eonfining shell and image of Finpish
ethnicism."”

Kendall is ¢ good source on the matter.
Working os assistant editor of the co-op
Builder at the time, he was part of the
"second generation” of COW functionaries
wheo, having grown up in the milieu of the
Finnish co-ops, were, by the "30's, grad-
vally assuming the reins of responsibility
from the CCW's "founders." Kendall wrote,

"It was a major drive to rid us of the
'Finn co-op’ imoge so as to make (the
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r:n*-:-pﬁ} more lnwhng fo other Ameri-.
cans.”

Like ecrlier changes which had taken
place at the CCW, the initial steps were
seemingly superficial. For example, in
|".?:'|E, the Builder was eaxpanded inte a h:lb-
oid format in the style of American journai-
ism, First as o bi-weekly and then oz a
weekly, the Builder regularly presented
cooperative news, propaganda and adver-

tising, all geared to attract other American
CoONSUMETs .

But as more non-Finns did begin to jein
CCW eo-ops, Americanization necessitated
a more fundamental change: the need to
change the official language from Finnish

Every period of de-
pression gave rise to a
new wave of farmer’s
organization with their
auxiliary cooperative en-
terprises.

to English, That tronsition was not quite os
painless as some others hed been. Wrote
Kendall,

"Wa younger members af the Fenple't
Co-op Society of Superior, Wisconsin,
were determined to change rhe official
language, then bi-lingual, to English only.
After an acrimonious debate ot on annual
meeting, the vote was overwhelmingly for
the change. | was seated next to o lan-
guage-locked veteran named John Tarkia-
inen. When the vote count was announced,
he asked for the floor in a shaky voice and
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said, with tears streaming down his cheeks,
'It is the beginning of the end of Pacple's
Co=op, now that control has been handed
over to the Ignorant non=Finns, "

The language issue, the final bastion of
ethnic clannishness among CCW co-ops, gro- .
dually worked itself all the way up to the COW
annual meetings as English become the demi-
nant language used by delegates, In 1937,
English was voted the official language of COW
annual meetings. The drive to Americanize
the CCW and thus serve a broader section of
consumers was largely a success, In 1927,

44 of 60 societies were exclusively Finnish,
By 1940, that number had dropped to 12 out
of 88, Further, the total number of co-ops
at CCW increased from 97 in 1930 to 118 by
1940. Sales also climbed to nearly $4 m:llmn
by that year.

Besides broadening its base among con-
sumers, the CCW also sought to, as Kendall
put it, "get into the swim, to join the then
growing American cooperative movement,"

The CCW had always seen the importance
of building ties with other cooperative orgon-
izations. Througheout the 1920's, it had in-
volved itself in the Cooperative League of
the U.5,A. CLUSA, primarily an education-
ol organization, had been launched and
largely financed in its early years by one
man, J.P. Warbasse., Warbasse, a medical
doctor, educator and "philanthropist, " hoped
to promote g consumers movement in Ameri-
ca patterned after the extensive cooperative
movement in Europe. Throughout the '20's,
CLUSA, as well as the cooperative move-
ment, remalined relatively small and of little
influence. The situation began te change,
however, as the Depression deepened.

The reason for this lies in an alliance
formed early in the '30's which brought new,
economically powerful elements into the
cooperative mavement in the U.5. These
new elements were the farm supply organi-
zations.






Farm supply organizations such as the
Farmer's Union Central Exchange and the
Indiana Farm Bureau Cooperative Associa-
Hon were built upan a L‘ﬂﬂpemﬂve tradition
among American farmers which reached back
into the 19th century. Struggles with the
roilrocds, banks, and middlemen had made
farmers decided anti-monopelists who could
readily grosp the advantoges of organizing
their own marketing and distribution net-
works, All it took to stimulote these cooper-
ative sentiments were adverse sconomic con-
ditions. Thus, it seems that every period
of depression gave rise to a new wave of
farmers' organizations with their auxiliary
cooperative enterprises. By the time of the
Great Depression, which began in agricul-
ture In the early 1920's, the "farmers' own"
organizations had once agoin appeared, this
time in the form of the Mational Farmers
Union, the Society of Equity, and the Ameri-
can Farm Bureau, as well as other organiza-
tions. Each of these groups was organized
not only fo protect the political interests of
the farmer but to help farmers gain a better
position in the marketplace through market-
ing and supply cooperatives (see box).

The supply co-ops were particularly
successful. Prices in feeds, ferfilizers, and

The alliance between
consumer and farm
supply co-ops which
created the National was
very shaky

petroleum products were so inflated that the
supply co-ops had little frouble in undercut-
ting the going market rate. Further, by
retaining many of these savings in the form
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of capital reserve, the supply co-ops began
increasing their control over the price of o

given commodity by buying up each sueces-
sive link in its distribution chain,

Exut;ﬂ}r how and why these farm supply
arganizations become invelved in the consumer
cooperative movement is not clear., But two
factors suggest an answer: First, despite the
fact that these groups were operated in the
interests of the former, the consumer charac-
ter of their function was obvicus. Secondly,
consumer cooperciion offered the farm supply
orgonizotions a potentially useful cominon

ground. There is some evidence to suggest
that the parent organizations of many of these
supply groups were locked in a struggle for
the political power which comes from being
recognized as the "volce of the farmer." The
common feeling at the Farmer's Union, for
Emmp!e wos that the regiunc:] farm bureou
federations hod been organized into the
American Farm Bureau Federation in an at-
tempt by unnamed conservative interests to
counter the growing "radicalism” of the
Farmers Union and the Society of Equity.
This political rivalry could only hamper the
economic development of the supply organi-
zations in whicH the simple pooling of pur-
chasing power brought economic advantages
to the farmer.

Since it was cbvious that the parent or-
ganizations would not provide a path for
pﬂﬂ“r‘lg thizs pufcl'm'ﬁng power, it is con=
ceivable that some of the farm supply groups
began casting about for a way to build brid-
ges on their own and saw, in the consumer
cooperative movement, a timely opporiunity.

By 1932, references to various farm supply
organizations began oppearing in the Builder
-- an indication that consumer co-ops were
likewise becoming ot lecst oware of, if not
interested in the form supply groups.

Late in Movember of that vear, a con-
ference was convened in Chicago to discuss
the creation of @ new national wholesale.
The impetus for the conference come from



The CCW building in Superior, Wisconsin == from the Co—operative Builder, 1932

twe farm supply groups (Indiana Farm Bu-
reau Co-op Association and |llinois Farm
Supply) and a rapidly growing and diversi-
fying oil co-op wholesale (Unien Oil Co-op
of Kansas). They hod invited a number of
Farmers Union and Farm Bureau groups (in-
cluding the national "education” offices of
sach group), as well as Midland Oil Cooper-
ative, But, significantly, invitations were
also extended to two other organizations,
the CCW and CLUSA,

Out of the Chicage conference came
Mational Co-operatives, Inc. |ts first pri-
ority, relatively limited in scope, was to
co=ordinate bulk purchases of petroleum
preducts for its members. But COW cooper-
aters had grander visions. In the new Na-
tional, they saw the potential for a truly
national consyumer I:-::nnpemﬁue organization,
capable of both unifying co-ops throughout
the U.5. as well as pushing consumer co-ops
further inte the realm of production,

But it wos not long before the COW'!'s
high expectations far the future of consumer

{redrawn: L.F.)

cooperation in the U.5. began to run info
problems.

At Mational, these problems surfaced
almost immediately. Two weeks after the
founding conference, a follow-up meeting
was held at which the whale project nearly
ground te a halt,

Representatives from the American Farm
Bureau Federation, as well as representatives
from the Minnesota, Tennessee and Missouri
Farm Bureaus, ottended to voice their opposi-
tion to the new wholesale.

"Why should the American Farm Bureau
care to sponsor a general consumers co-
operative wholesale? Let this wholesale
be organized primarily for farmers and
under an agricultural marketing act,”

was the way the Builder summarized the Farm
Buregus' position.

At the same meeting, misgivings ameng the
consumer co-ops also began to emerge. Var-
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ious changes in the proposed bylaws were
requested. Among them were requests that the
wholesale be incorperated under cooperative
statutes, rather than & general corporations act
as first proposed. Further, they asked that, if
preferred stock were issued, that it be restricted
te cooperatives only. They als asked that
educational orgonizations such as CLUSA,
Formers Union, and the American Farm Bureau
Federation be excluded from voting membership.

These requests suggest two things: First,
that the consumer co-ops were worried
abeut someane co-opting the organization
and turning it aleng other than consumers co-
operative lines. Secondly, they were part-
ieularly worried about the effect the notional
farm organizations might have on the whole-
sale and thus were against voting rights for,

"educational " groups.

The consumer co-ops had ane other request,
They asked that votes be apportioned on the
basis of total membership within o regional
wholesale instead of upen the volume of a whole-
sale’s purchases, The meeting itself ended
with the estoblishment of o special committee
to study oll of the issues roised and meanwhile
te go chead with initial purchases of petroleum
products.

In the end, the ene change which was made
was that “educotional” erganizations wers not
allowed o vete in the naw wholessle.,

This early episode in the development of
the Mational reveals two characteristics of the
organizafion. First, the alliance between
eonsumer and farm supply co-ops which cregted
the.Mational, was very shaky. Several farm
burecu co-ops saw no commen ground between
Farmers and consumers, Consumer co-ops such
as the CCW, on the other hand, sow consider-
able common ground, so long as the farmer was

- ﬂl.rrﬂ "H';E"A"‘Ed g% o consumer . Whﬂr [{E‘FT |‘|‘|E
allionce ofloat were those larger farm supply
co-ops such os the Indiana Farm Bureou Co-op
and Unien Ol Co-op which saw advantages
in a wholesale which served bath kinds of
co-op.
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This episode also reveals the extent to
which these same co-ops, the Indiana and
Kansas groups, held sway over the new whole-
sale. Clearly they, like the consumer co-
ops, had no use for the possible interference
of the American Farm Bureou Federation.

Thus "educational™ groups were out. At the
same time, they were not inclined to change
the method of appertioning votes.

Over the years, the lock of unity and the
dominance of farm supply co-ops within the
Mational become more proncunced.

The Mational never became o force for
unifying all types of co-ops behind a single
consumer ideclogy as CCW cooperaters had
hoped. The closest it come was in 1944, when
the Mational's members voted, by the slimmest
of margins, to merge with CLUSA into e single
ecanocmic and educational cooperative argan-
ization, The merger barely losted a vear,
no longer than it took certain form supply co-
ops at Mational to muster encugh votes to
kill the plan.

Further, tha Mational never moved into
the production of consumer goods quite the
way it did with farm supply products, Rather,
by 1948, the bulk of Matienal's investments
went into owning milking and farm machinery
plants and an cil refinery, clearly investments
oriented to serve farm supply interests. Al-
though consumer co—ops such as CCW bene-
fited financially from them, these investments
did not have the some effect as investing in
the production of certain consumer goods, for
instance canned foods, could have had on the
development of consumer cooperation.,

Mational, then, did not become the hoped
for national consumer co-op. In foct, it had
almost an opposite effect, for the influence
of the farm supply co-ops did not stop with
MNational Cooperatives, Inc.

From 1932 on, a number of Farm Buresu

co-op groups become increasingly invelved in
CLUSA, By |94], Murray Lineoln, executive
secrefary of the Ohio Farm Bureau, was slect-



ed president of CLUSA; the only other person to
to have held that post was CLUSA's founder,
J.P. Warbasse. In lass than ten years, farm
supply organizations had burst upon the scene
of the consumers cocperative movement and
quickly came to dominate it. And in domi-
nating the movement, the farm supply co-eps
also infused it with their own ideclogy and
goals. What were these dectrines?

During the "30's, all of the farm groups
erganized around and lebbied for "parity"

In less than ten years,
farm supply organizations
had burst upon the scene
of the consumers co-
operative movement and
quickly came to dominate
it. Their influence proved
to be a powerful conser-
vative force.

for the farmer -- that is, a situation in which
the price farmers received on their produce

equaled the costs of production. The farm supply

groups naturally reflected this orientation as
well . Pooling their purchases fo gain a better
price on, say, fertilizer, wos seen as one way
to help farmers achieve parity. In esence,
then, the form supply groups saw the co-ops as
one tool for achieving a better position in the
marketplace for their members.

Another facet of this orientation is reflected
in an article by James Mocre, editor of the
Ohie Farm Burecu Mews , which appeared in the
October 1938 issue of CLUSA's Co-operation
magazine, Entitled "How the Co-ops Iﬁuﬂ&d
the Fertilizer Monopely,” the article tells of
eerlier cooperative purchases of fertilizer:

"When first underteken in Chio, Indiana,
and Michigan, the retail price of ferfilizer

seld by all companies, co-eperative ond
otherwise, immediately fell on average of
eight to ten dollars a ton, while the price
just across state |Tnes remained at the
previous level "

From this, Moore concluded that the co-ops
meed not establizh daminonce in o given
field, Rather, by copturing no mere than 5-
20% of the market of o given commodity, co-
ops could become "yardsticks" of profit-
oriented businesses and thus force them fo re-
duce prices to o "fair basis.” In short, Moore
held that the co-ops need not be monopolies
in arder to fight menopolies,

The point is, the farm supply groups tock
a much more acecepting atfitude teward the
prevailing economic structure in the U.5,
Rather than seeking to establish o new econ=
omic order, the farm supply groups promoted
co=ops 0s o counter weight within thot order.

The influence of the farm supply co-ops
proved to be a powerful conservative force
within tha :mperqﬁue movemeant ot a whole
and upon the CCW in particular,

How CCW cooperctors responded to such
o conservative force on the development of
the consumer movement might have been dif-
ferent had it not been for other influences on
their situation.

The radicalism of COW had alwaoys been
largely attributable to the bitter economic
plight of its membars. Oppresive working
conditions and price gouging merchonts hod
done much to foment the development of COW
co-ops. 1he severe depression in |929-1930
attracted thousands more people to COW co-
ops, people whe, though they hed never known
the hersh oppression ard E!plafluﬁan of the
Finns, were none the less getting a first hand
taste of a recurring malsise of copitalism: the
inevitable bust of the boom-bust cycle. It was
this shored experience of being the innocent
vietims of capitalism's own self-destructive
gualities which lent considerakle momentum
to the consumer cooperative movement of the
early 1930's.
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But it was not consumer cooperation which
braught the LI.5. cut of the depression.
rather, the New Deal of Franklin Roosevelt
and the war agaoinst fascism —— World War 1.
Both of these " events”" hod a tremendaus
impact on COW cooperators.

Gluite simply, through the Social Security

Act, various welfare and public works progroms

and recognition of the rTgI'l!' to collective
bargaining, the Mew Deal did much to cllev-
iate problems that CLUW cooperaters had been
attacking for veors.

Writas Kendall:

'lDurfng the Depression | saw that even
though cur co-ops did give significant
econamic benefits, we were making no
rea| headway towards consumer coopera-

tives control of industries,. Then crfljng camea

FDR. He mode basic sacial changes through

government while we saved people pennies
on the price of bread, Having already re-
jected the “dictatorship of the proletariat”
as eruel, bureaucratic and inhuman, and
teaing that the Secialist Party would never
become significant in America, | and
others of my kind bought the idea of using
pur two party system to build socialism,

or at least tomeodify capitalism.”

The Mew Deal, then, combined with the
grewing influence of more conservative farm
supply groups in the co-op movement, did
much to tone down the CCW's progressive
thrust. The rise of Facism in Europe further

It was,

acce lerated this trend.,

As noted earlier, many of the goals of
the consumer cooperative movement were
Iﬂrgel}- patternad after syccessfyl Eun:u-pm:rn
consumer co-ops. In fagt, throughout the
latter half of the '30's, consumer co-ops
increasingly turned to European co-ops for
advice and ideas on building a consumer
movement in the L'.5. 1t was with en under-
standable sense of outroge, then, that
consumer co-ops in the U.5. witnessad the
fate of their European counterparts at the
hands of Fascism.

First in ltaly, then GEI‘H‘I:IH‘,.". then in
warstorn Spain, wherever the Fascists came
to power, they invariably smashed indigen-
ous co-ops. [he casualty list continued to
grow as fascists invaded othar countries such
as Austria, Paland and Finland.

The effect of such events on 11,5, co-ops
was simple and dramatic. Realizing that
democratic rights were essential to the sur-
vival of consumer co-ops, they quickly ral-
lied around the patrictic call of America,
seeing the U.5. as a bestion of democracy
in a looming confrontation with Fascism.
Rather then a new economic order, consumer
co-ops such as the COW now saw themselves
as a bulwark of democracy on the homefront,
This shift was significant, for it brought con-
sumer cooperation squarely inte the main-
stream of American puhﬁcs_

Thn:m is one other focet to be mentioned

A truck me the CCW fl&e} 5uparmr, Wisconsin ]?-41]!-
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when looking at the fate of the consumer
cooperative mevement which the CCW champ-
ioned in the '30',

In itz sarliest vears, the CCW had grown
strong by relying essentially on the unity of
Finnish Americons and their struggles for a
better life. But the CCW did nat confire -
itself to Finnish immigrants. During the
Depression, " Americenizotion” was on at=
tempt to unite the struggles of the Finns and
the larger struggles of cll Americans around
the gocl of o cooperative commanwealth.
The Americanized CCW, howaver, never
devéloped the strong unitv that the earlier
COW hod once had,

For instance, in P48, a grooming pro-
ducts factory owned through National Co-
operatives, Inc. (one of the few efforts at
preducing consumer goods] had to be sold
duve to a lock of demand on the part of locel
Co-0ps. The recton: many local co=ops,
including CCW co-ops, corried nationally
advertised grooming aids even though similar
co-op preduced goods were aveilakle and
needed support. Local managers, when
criticized for such g situation, blamed co-op
member patrons whe insisted that their faver-
ite brand name products be carried.

I'm short, the CCW locked the kind of
grass roots support necessary fo build an
integrated, consumer cooperative economy.

In all, by the end of the 1940"s, consumer
cooperation as an identifiable movemeni had
ceased to exist, both in the U.5., as a whele
and af the CCW as well, |tz demisa was due
to a number of factors:

Consumer coopera“ion, in the end, ssemed
somehew alien to the American way. Theough
many people grosped immediately the odvan -
tages of democratic self-help inherent in
consumer cooperation, few -- too few --
recognized the need for and the demands of

a collective effort o restructure the prevailing
economic order in the U.5.

Alsa, other forces such as the New Decl

and the war effort tended to diffuse the essen-
tial thrust of the movameant.

There was another factor behind the demiss
of the consumer cooperative movement of the
'30's -- the movement's awn idE:-|c:g}.r. In
1928, V.5, Alagnne wrote of the emerging
CONSUMEr mavemant:

"We must strive to build our movement on
the broadest possible basis and not let it
become divided by any class or porty
lines. ..t is the great task of the coopera-
tive movement to ultimately do away with
such digtinetions and unite the broad

masses of consumers. . ,"

But for @ mavement with goals as ambiticus
as those of consumer cooperation, such a doc-
trine was ultimately self-defecting., George
Halenen, who has appecred elsewhere in
these articles, as CCE educational diractor
and chief target of the WPA, pinpointed the
reason why:

"Those consumers who are getting all the
benefits under the present system do not
want a change....They will fight every
movemant that sets as its purpose the
changing of the present system of ssciaty,”
To obscure such a distinction, aos did con=
sumer cooperators of the '30's, was to obscure
a fundomental problem in building a truly
cooperative economy. It's little wonder thet
at Mational Cooperatives, Inc., for the sake
of unity and the economic growth of the move-
ment, contumer cooperators svenfually com-
promised away much of their own identity and

goals,

By the end of the "40's, entangled in the
weaknesses of its own doctrines and unable to
build g broad-based, consumer-criented move-
mant, consumer co-ops such as the COW in-
creasingly restricted their focus to the econ-
omic function of their organizations. Bur it
soon became evident that in operating simply
as businesses, consumer cooperatives were
increasingly vulnerable to prevailing economic
forces.
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PARTY

Legacies of a Movement

The CCW had slipped into a precarious

situation. In 1952, for the first time in its
history, the CCW was losing money.

“We were in the red. The bank got
real tough. All our money went 1o the
bank before we could pay our bills with
it, so the bank was sure to get away
from these big overdrafts. And a lot of
our suppliess, they were re.-n!l:,i putting
the pressuré on foo. We were losing
our big cash discounts with them.”

The speaker is Walt Koski, In [952,
Koski was comptroller for the COW . By that
year, the COW's operations had grown to
serve as the hub of a cooperative network
spanning nearly six hundred miles, from the
vpper peninsula of Michigan to Morth Da-
kota. In addition to its central warshouses,
the COW operated three branch warehouses,
a bakery, coffee roastery, and feed mill.
Through National Cooperatives, Ine. it was
involved in a nationwide progrom of "Co-op'
labeled consumer goods, a cooperative ly
owned oil refinery, and a farm machinery
plant. Though it had scaled down its goals
considerably over the past 35 years, the
COW sl I‘EFII'ESEI’!‘I‘EE' a consideroble acesm-
plishment.
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In recent years, however, the CCW had
slipped info a precarious sitvation. Many
local stores were in the red, The CCW's
own annual reports showed dwindling earn=
ings. But the exact nature of the troubles
sapping the COW's financial health seemed
hard to define and harder still to eradicate.
By 1952, for the first time in its history, the
COW was losing money .

"The board decided there was going
to be o change in management [relates
Koskil . They asked for suggestions and
for each of us to apply. Myself, |
dian't apply. | hod other opportunities,
and |'d fried to show right along thers
as comptraller that they were getting
into real trouble, "

Though Koski didn't apply for the job of
general manager, he did submit saven pages
of detailed recommendations for dealing
with the CCW's financial crisis, Armed
with an array of suggestions ond plans from
COW's management, Koski's among them,
the board followed the same advice that



An old CCW co-op -- before the days of self-service,

CCW hod long been dishing out to finan-
cially troubled lecal co=ops: it met with
COW's bank in an effort to make a fresh
start, Following the meeting ond presum-
ably vpon the bank's recommendation,
Koski's program was adopted by the board,
and Koshi himself was appointed CCW's
new general manager. 1 didn't want to
be manager, said Koski, "l knew it was
going to be a very painful situation.”

Basically Koski's orogram pinpointed high
M panses and |-:|gging sales as the crux of the
COW's woes, It outlined o number of imme-
diate and long range steps for cutting costs

and boosting sales both for the CCW and for
local co=ops as well.

The first phase of the program called for
close scrutiny of COW's operations with an
eye toward ¢|ming any parts of the opéera=
tion that were losing money. After a number
of cost analyses, it was evident that the

COW's branch warehouses and irs bakery
were all in serious firancial trouble .

The CCW had lounched a program of
building branch warehouses in the late 1930
The argument at the time was that COW's
area was 50 vast and transportation costs so
high thot expenses could be reduced by add-
ing branch warehouses. But the program did
not develop as planned. Branch warehouses,
it furned out, could at best carry only a
limited stock. Local managers still had te
order certain items fram the central ware-
house. Rather than placing twe separate
orders, local co-ops gradually returned to
ordering solely from the central warehouse .
The result: volume dropped at the branch
warehouses; inventory in them sat gathering
dust; meney was being lost.

It was & similar story with the CCOW
vakery operation. The bakery was one of
the first and mest wecassful servicss started
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by the CCE. For years, it had been able to
rely on local railroads to provide inexpen-
sive, daily deliveries to many of the out-
lying areas. But gradually, especially
following World War |1, train service was
eut back . Tronsportation costs via trucking
proved too costly for daily deliveries.
Without frequent deliveries, the bakery's
sales volume dropped to the point where it,
too, was losing money. [This is but an
example of the drastic effects the auto
industry and its allies had on the food dis-
tribution system: |t has been shown else-
where that that industry’s owners planned
and won government aid in destroying much
of the railroad system while engineering
the dominance of gasoline-powered trans-
port. The power of monopely copitalism
hinted at here will be touched on again
shortly . == Ed.]

But cutting back services and personnel
was not a simple matter. The people of-
fected had to understand and support the
cuthacks, |t was, aceording to Koski, "a
highly charged, emotional sitvation.”

For instance, when Koski met with the

The CCW had not kept
pace with some of the
profound changes in food
distribution methods in
the U.S.

managers and local boards of the Virginia
branch warehouse, they were adamantly
opposed to the clesing. It was only after
they had studied the pessibility of operating
the branch themselves that they understood
the problems involved and agreed te the
elesing.
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"One of the managers |said Kaoski] ,
he told me later, 'you know, we were
ready to get physically viclent with
you fellas.'"”

There was also consideroble outery over the
closing of the bakery and an arrangement
made for local, private bakers to take over
ﬁ-l.lpp|}ring lacal co-ops,

"It wasn't easy for the board or man-
age-ment to give this up. But facts
were facts. We just didn't have the
finances to afford those things that had
a past history and were close to us..."

At the same time that efforts were being
made -to cut costs, Koski was alse orchestra =
ting the first real sales campaign in COW's
history. The cornerstone of the campaign
was the Co-op Builder. The Builder had re-
flected o number of perspectives over its
nearly 30 years. |t hod been a tool in the
class struggle, an official organ of the coop-
arative movement, and more recently o news
and information source providing @ cooperg=-
tive slant to events of the day. But now it

was to become the chief advertising aracle
for CCW co-ops.

For some time, local co-ops had been at
a distinct disadvantage when advertising in
lecal newspapers., Where the cost of a
single od for Red Owl stores in the paper
would be shared by two or three Red Owl
stores in the area, the cost of @ co-op ad
wswally was berne by the sie co=-op in the
mmmunit}r_ In an effert o make local
co-op's advertising more "cost effective”,
a cenfralized advertising program through
the Builder was devised. Essentially, local
co-ops designated those who should receive
free Builder subscriptions in their area. The
loeal co-op then paid a "group subscription
rate” te support the Builder, This group
subscription approach quickly boosted the
Builder's circulation to 75,000, !n return,
the Builder festured regular advertising for
the co-ops.






Relying on the Builder for publicity and
advertising, CCW's first annual sales cam-
paign began on Octokber 1,1952, ostensibly
celebrating Co-op Menth, In past years,
Co-op month had been a special time for
holding co-op rallies and boosting co-op
membership. In 1952 (and for every year
fol lowing) it was time for "specials" and
"slashed prices.” The compoign boosted
CCW co-op sales, and by the end of 1952,
through cutting costs and boosting sales, CCOW

‘managed to pull itself inte the black,

Once out of the immediate crisis, Koski's
progrem <alled for initiating some longer
range plans in hopes of strengthening the
COW's averall financial health.

Over the years, the CCW had not kept
pace with some of the profound changes
which had occurred in food distribution
methods in the U.5. In its earliest yeors,
the sole competition of the Finn co-ops and
the COW had been far-flung local merchants
and mostly indifferent jobbers in Duluth/
Superior. Then two new developments came

“onto the scene. The first of these was the
natural tendency of merchants to open up
one and then two branch stores. This ten-
dency led to the creation of chain store
operations. Advantages such as a larger
total sales volume, which brought price
breaks from wholesalers, and centralized
management, which made possible coordi -
nated operations, quickly established chains
as competitively more powerful than re-
tailers. '

As chains and even organizations of
affilioted small retailiers began to prolifer-
ate, another innovation burst upon the scene:
the self-service "super” market. (see box)

By comparison with its competition,
COWN co-ops seemed disorganized and sad-
dled with outdated facilities. Efforts, then,
were turned to "modemizing" and "integra-
ting" CCW co-ops. High on the list of
priorities was converting local co-ops to
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se |f-service operations. Most of the local
co-ops had begun their businesses in, liter-
ally, a different era of food distribution.
Back in 1917, the standard set-up put the
store clerk or manager and o counter between
the shopper and the merchandise., The shop-
per was "waited upon", But over the years,
self-service with aisles of merchandise and
a check-out counter had proved itself to ba
both a more efficient operation for the store
as well as mere convenient for the shopper.

To focilitate the modernization program,
COW did twe things. First, it began re-
deeming shargs of commen stock which it
had, over the years, issued in lieu of re-
bates to member co-ops, Having thus
strengthened the capital resources of its
co-ops, the COW made available "moderni-
zation" packages to the co-ops. In effect,
these standardized, remodeling packages,
prometed en @ "mass” basis to CCW co-ops,

* made self-service focilities avallable ta

each co-op at a fairly low cost. The "mod-
ernization" program led to significant in-
creases in sales volume throughout COW's
area. '

Meanwhile, efforts were made to study
shifting business trends within the CCW's
territery and to take a more integrated
approach to developing plans for the CCW

and member co-ops.

It had become evident that the advent of
the automobile and better roads were affecting
business patterns. |t was easier now for
people to drive to larger business arecs to
do their shopping. Those co-ops located in
the new trade areas were strengthened by
such developments. Others, which were
spawned and had survived over the years in
remoter areas, were now suffering.

In response to these developments, the
CCOW took several steps, First, it began
encouraging co-ops to begin exploring ways
of integrating their operations with neighber-
ing co-ops. Essentially, CCW was encour-






aging the initial steps in a process which,
it was hoped, would lead local co-ops to
pooling their resources through mergers in
an effort to create a single, stronger local
cooperative, Secondly, in an effort to
capitalize on both the new centers of trade
and new methads in food distribution, plans
were drawn up to develop certain co-ops
into co=op supermarkets. Financially it
was g sound move , Enl,r |';"5‘;'r COW's nine
supermarkets comprised nearly one-fourth
of the total velume contributed by CCW's
153 members.

Finally, in an effort to promote o more
interdependent attitude among the entire
co=op network, the CCW changed its name,
in 1957, to Central Cooperatives, Inc.
(CCl}. Dropping the word "wholesale", It
was thought, would mare accurately reflect
the ever broadening range of the activities
of the co-ops' central organization.

In its essence, then, Koski's progrem
sought to adopt many techniques of chains
and supermarkets to the CCW's own opera-
tion. But for all the dramatic changes
which the CCl had undergone throughout
the '50's, it still confronted certain basic

problems. ..
Said Koski,

"We weren't growing fost encugh. We
were being badgered by growing costs,
rapidly growing costs, At the same
time ; our gress margins were rapidly
diminishing because of the highly
competitive situation with thesa big
chains with their constant growth
through acquisitions, .. We were
gradually slipping into a very difficult
position,”

Herein lies the crux of the froubles that
dogged CCl all during the '50's, For through-
out CCE/CCl's * development, ancther trend
had eantinued alung its own m’rumI_EafI-nz the

* Hersafter, CCE/CCl will be used when-

ever the full historical range of Central
Co-operatives is referred to,
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growth of menapaly capitalism in almost every
sector of the U,5. economy.

Survival in o copitalist economy it a mat-
ter of fierce competition. Every business
“operation must join the stompede Yo cut costs
and boost sales or suffer the consequences.,
From its beginnings, CCE/CCl had always
recognized this problem. |t turned to devel-
oping a grossroots cooperative movement and
cooperatively trained management as o
solution.

But capitalism not only breeds fierce com-
petition; it algo breeds o tendency for one
business to drive out and then absorb its
competiter. This is the tendency towards
bigger and bigger corporations, the tendency
of capital to concentrate in fewer and fewer
hands, '

By the early 1960's, though chain super-
markets represented only 4.7% of the total
number of food stores in the U.5., they ac-
counted for nearly 40% of all sales, More-
over, five of those chains (A & P, Kroger,
Safeway, Acme Markets, and National Tea)
accounted for fully one=half of all chain
store sales, That's five chains accounting
for 20% of all food sales in the U,5,

These giant corporations, already domin-
ating the market, also held o distinct compe-
titive edge in that they had ready access to
the row economic power of capital, Access
to such power provided giont corporations
with the ability to adapt quickly to new in-
novations, such as mass merchandising, lavish
promotional compaigns, and operating in the
newest, most attractive focilities. Perhaps
most important of all, such power made it
possible for the giants to capture larger and
larger shares of the market simply by buying

up weaker competitors,

The CCl' vulnerability to these food
giants is revealed in the following figures,
Where CCl had 228 "retail outlets” (local
co-ops) in 1962, A & P, the largest chain ot
the time, had 4,442 stores —- almost 20 times
the number of CCl co-ops, CCl's total sales




weare roughly 514 million, A & P's total

sales were 55 billion == 357 times larger
than CCl's total volume.

I+ was inevitable that sooner or |1::1'-E-|‘, the

squeeze of monopoly copitalism would come
to bear on the CCI,

Simply to survive, CCl had to find some
way to expand its operations. Realizing the
limits of its ability to further develop consum-
ar co=cps In its own territory, CCl began to
ghr! tarious consideration o a prupn:—‘ﬂf ||:|ng
relegated to the back burner of CCl options:
n'l!-l"gi'ng with Midland Cnc:perc:ﬁ'.rasr Ine,

A’:‘I’Uﬂ”?‘; I"I"E'!"QH!' hﬂd [Dng hEET’! ['Eg:[rd!d
as an eveniuval goal by both orgenizations.
Over the past twenty vears, annual meetings
of bath groups had passed frequent resolutions
in favor of a variety of joint ventures as well
as merger studies,

By the late 1950"s, Koski and A.J. Smaby,
Midland's General Manager, as well as board
members from both groups, begon regular
meetings to study a possible merger. They
soon realized that such ¢ merger could signifi-
cantly reduce costs by aliminating a number
of duplicating focilities.

But there were more hopes linked to the
merger than simply o more afficient operation.
The merger was envisioned to pave the way
for a new, total service cooperative organizo-
tion which combined the petraleum and farm
supply services of Midlond with the grocery
and consumer goods operations of CCl,

In 1943, a definite proposal to merge was
prasented to the memberships of both organiza-
tions. Although there were misgivings in both
groups, plans for the merger were approved,
and CCl became a consumer goods division of
the "new" Midlend, But the new erganization
didn't devalnp quite as expected,

"l was invited fo many Midland coopera-
tives to tolk gbout consumer plans and
budgets and projections. They were dis-

cussed each year. But you see, there

were two strikes against it. One, Mid- ,
land had been in and out of groceries,

and a lot of their co-ops had a very

unpleasant experience, losses and o on.

Then, too, at the time, there were tu-up
supermarkets and food operations through—

out the country having a difficult fime.

So the managers and boards of these

co-ops were naturally scored of it.”

The reluctance of Midland Co-ops to ex-
pand into consumer goods proved to be o ser-
ious blow. Without necessary expansion and
capital resources, the situation steadily deter-
iorated for former CCl co-ops. By 1947 all
nine of CCl's supermarkets had closad, as well
as a number of small co-ops, Further, the
warehousing facilities that CCl had brought
into Midland had now become too cutdated a
and costly, Something had to be done.

In the fall of 1947, Las Herbert, genernal|
manager of Midland"s consumer goods, was
approached by Twin Ports Grocery Co, Twin
Ports is o wholesale cooperative, At that time,
it had close to 100 mamber storas, all of which
were private, non-cooperative refailers. They
had racently built o modem, one-story ware-
house in Superior. Twin Ports suggested that
Midland buy into Twin Ports and that Twin
Ports take over distributing groceries to Mid-
lend co-ops, Late in 1967, Midland shut
dewn its warehousing facilities in Superier and
turned [ts foed distribution operations over to
Twin Ports Groc == fifty years after a small
group of Finns had gathered in the Workers'
Hall in Superior to organize o central buying
ageni far some Finm stores,

Today, the old CCW cooperctive network
of nerthern Minnesota, Wiscansin and the
Michigan peninsula has dwindled to a handful
of co-ops in towns such as Cook and Hibbing,
Mn, The wholesale which serves these co-ops,
Twin Perts, in some instonces delivers to the
competition across the street,

For its part, Midland Cooperatives, Inc.,
has became very successful financially, It's
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:; ﬂver i'h.a ';,-Iaurs C':W hod always ml:ll:n’rqlﬁ-Ed = EFIECI-:ﬂ k‘ln&hlp with Mldlnnd e
coc Paruflﬂs. This special relatianship went back to Midlard's earliest doys asthe
esota Cooperative 0il Co, and to the co-op's first manoger, E.G. Corf. i e
Thg Minnesoto Co-op Oil Co. wos founded in 1926 by local oil co-opein Eﬂufhﬁ" 1!3 e
pesota. During those early years, Cort became the driving force hE‘I"l!r‘rCF- fhe = 1'i.
anization. It wes Cart who developed a staff and struggled fo build |D;|-'-='-=||}r ’rﬂ the ®
umxuhan amomg local oil CO=0ps and offrach new members. Ceort drtw ¢¢n$tﬂ=mhf
_:._:1. 5 suppﬂrt and edvice from CCW cooperators in Suparior who undlerstood wall bu&hmw_
."-"-‘:_ q.jlﬂl of co-ops and the problems of bringing co=-ops into o central organization. f-;-'-_
4 3!]1:;1- Cort and his staff shared CCW's cooperative zeal is raflected in the Fucl' that
".'-; e ‘early '30% , the COW Co-cperative Builder was adopted as Midland ‘s own n.ﬁ'mu'l
:1':_ “This arrangement wos shartlived, however, primari ly because the Builder in A
oLe du:q,rs wais pushing hard to organize o national cocperative movement .- Though "
11"1 wos behind such an effort, Midland mambers were not, Thﬂ}-‘ ':l|:|1=':+'ﬂll'!l ta “"that _"*ﬁ;h
"' n:-.-:' E'IJIHEI. Though Midland develaped its own organ, the Midland {:G'DF'E'W'-"DF:
ﬂh mnhnue; to push for & cooperofive movement, the on-ogain of-ogain noture LR
f the Euuidnr episode reveals something of the conflicting views whlch existed bahﬁﬂtﬁ'ﬁ-ﬂ’?
nager Lort and his more conservative member/ patrons . %i?
*This conflict grew more severe in 1936 when Cort went abroad to an kn’rernuhumlﬁ.:- -4
_-Famhue Allianz= conference, While there, he was deeply impressed with the =
cess of consumer cooperation in many Furopean countries. He returned to the U.,5%
rmlnad to launch o chain of Midland grocery stores and |:l|Lll'Ig! Midland into the !f"{ﬂ J
S iTh pF consumer cooperation. The plan generated considerable confroversy at Mld'i -
bott fur T’r: Eﬂp—l:h'\'\fl,'l nature of organizing [Midland weas to create |1:u:m:|i cc}—npu::l Clt'ld 'Fl:li'
Ep ,l; duggad insistence on the plan. Despite this, Midland soon went into the gro: v
."'-' ness, p'nnaﬂded to lose money, and then got out of the business,  Internal dissension,
lack of copital, and a lack of grassroots initiative were the peimary causes of failure g
,,. H t‘li ill-faterd nature of Cort's grocery plan only further exacarbated H-na 'reml-nn;
i« an i:urt and J"-"udfund members and eventually led to Cort's remgmhnﬂ in; H""ﬂ] v
In-nr:ng Cort's depuﬁura, Midland did expand and diversify, but in the direction of -
1 & FFFF t'l.‘lﬂ'lﬂl‘ than Eansumer sapvices, Liver Fhe }rE-ﬂr".'i. Midland went mh: EUFFI ] .“_"' §

’.ﬁn-ﬁ'

T
I
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ds, feeds, fertilizers, farm machinery, and soil and swine festing services fo ifs = 0
"' mbpr co- nps. 1t also mode a number of successful strides in the areas of :pl‘ndul.'.flal‘l,‘ ™
i i ari ng with ather co=ops in joint ownership of feed mills, fertilizer plonts, oil i
‘refineries, and farm  machinery foctories. Though |"'-"'-|d||:|nd had taken o strikingly dliﬂ‘eren'r
%‘L‘!hﬂn i‘hr.:rl of ":CW over the years, the two organizations centinued fo build LI'F'DI'I ther

ing. rel::-hnnshlp &evelnp by Cort and early CCE cooperators. ? e e
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one of the 1000 largest corporations in the U3
and one of the hfgges’r competifors in the farm
supply field in Minnesota. [t has succeeded
by playing the competitive game of capitalism
quite well, concentrating Tts resources on its
more profitable operations, phasing out the
less profitable. Repertedly, Midland is in-
creasingly cool toward its own involvement in
consumer goods. (Midlond recently declined
a chance to sell Co-op label conned goods to
DAMNCe, the "new wave" co-op warehouse in
Minneapoliz, The general impression DAMNCe
people got was that, because Midland's com-
petitive position in the grocery field is weak,
they are reluctont to toke on any new accounts.)
This reluctance on Midland's part will likely
lead to the phaosing cut of its grocery division,

Here, then, is the perplexing legacy of
the CCE, For Midland, like the CCE/CCI
before it, is merely bowing to prevalling
market forces, the orly sensible course in the
business world, But what r!:l:i”}r are thess
forces?

In what relation to
capitalism shall co-ops
place themselves today?

In the end, they are no more nor less than
the relentlessly competitive charocter of
corporate capitalism, where lower costs,
higher profits and constant growth have become
the litany of economic survival,

Far CCl and Midland, as for all businesses,
this creed is the only read to economic
survival. Such o doctrine, however, craates
a dichetomy between the neads of people and
the needs of their economic orgonizations,
with foreboding consequences.

Under capitalism, people as workers are
seen solely as labor costs, costs to be kept
down. In this repard, capitalism's ottitude
towards workars hasn't changed in the slight-
est since the days when Finnish immigrants
toiled in the mines of U.5, Steel. Though
p-EDpI'E will ne |nnga|‘ tolerate the conditions
the Finns confronted, they must now contend
with job displacing mechonization, standard-
ized and regimented work roles, and persistent
disregard of occupational health and sofety.
In the end, labor costs are kept as low as
possible. But humon resources not only go
wested == they are stifled,

Off the job, people are relegoted to the
function of being consumers. In the drive to
stimulate prefits, copitolist economics seek to
stimulate demand. Consequently, people be-
come the targets of o constant bombardment
of advertising and promotional techniques
repratenting new heights In mass manipulation.
Always the implicit message is: Consume.
And consume we do. Buy up, use up, throw
away and buy again, goes the syndrome

In the process, capitalism turns every

aspect of human life == from nutrition to
culture, from education to sexuality -- into
commodities. Inevitably, these commedities
are geared to bring the consumer back for
mare, not because of a product’s superior
gquality, but rather bacouse of its qualities
of planned obsolescence or copacity to
induce dependence,

Further, capitalist economics inevitably
result in the wanten consumption and woste of
natural resources, the befouling of water,
soi | and air, and the subversion of the deme-
crafic process,

This is not to say that co-ops such as CCl
or Midland participate gall mall in the worst
of capitalist tendencies. But the question is:
In what relation to capitalism shall corops
place themselves fodoy?

The "yardstick” or "counterweight"” doctrine
of the form suppl:,r co-ops would have it that
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simply being o strong competitor will curb cap-
“italism's worst abuses, namely price gouging
and poor quality of goods. But this view of
capitalism is too superficial .

How will the "yardstick" co-cps counter
the threat that capi talism poses to natural re-
sources and a healthful environment? How
will "yardstick” co-ops counter the wasteful
consumerism that capitelism promotes daily?
How in their drive to be a streng competitor
will "yardstick" co=ops begin to liberate work-
ing people enslaved by that competition?

The answer, of course, is that "yardstick"”
cooperation cannot begin to do any of these
things. "Yardstick" cooperators might say,
however, that these problems are beyond the
scope of co-ops. Such issues, they might say,
dare better dealt with through the democratic
process of government. But such a response
is really a throwback to another era, to the
Deprestion and the Mew Deal. The implica-
tion is that what's needed is another FDR,

What such a response ignores is that events
such as the Mew Deal do not come about
through the efferts of one man, The Mew
Deal, as limited in scope as it was, could
never have happened without years of gross-
roots struggle on the part of people through
their unions, their farm organizotions, and
their co-ops.

Cn—qp$ are a vital part of this :nurufr-l,-'s
progressive heritage. We con thank those
immigrant Finns and the consumer cooperators
of the '30" for doing what they could te keep
that heritage alive. But the “yardstick"
doctrine of co-ops would sever cooperation

from that heritage. In the end, "yaordstick"”
cooperation is but o smokescreen that allows
for business as usual, unfettered by the soc-
rifices which are inevitably made when one
stands apart from the capitolist ethic.

|f co-ops are to once again play a part
in building a new progressive movement in
the U.5., they have to break our of this
narrow economic role to which the older
and larger co-ops have restricted themselves,

They have to respond o the deeper needs
of people: the need to be free from oppres-
sion as workers, fo be free from exploifation
a3 CONSUMErs .,

Co-ops must be organizations whose work-
ers can take on the responsibility and deci-
sion making power that make work satisfying.

Co-ops must be organizations that are
responsive to people’s basic material needs
== and supply those needs.

But this is not enough., Co-ops must be-
come organizations in which both workers
and consumers develop a deeper awareness
of the effects of capitalism. They must be=
come organizotions which bring workers and
consumers together info one collective ef-
fort, geared to exploring and developing o
socialist order and a socialist ethic, beth
human In scale and humanizing in practice.

Co-ops won't be able to do this alone,
But by working in this direction, they will
be nourishing the kind of environment in
which progressives can once again take on
an arganized political focus that will bring
fundomental change.

Mo b
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