
Texas Center for Working-Class Studies 
Lisa Kirby, Director 

The Texas Center for Working-Class Studies at Collin College hosted its fourth annual 
conference on Thursday, March 22. The conference featured keynote speaker Dr. Victoria E. 
Bynum, author of The Free State of Jones: Mississippi’s Longest Civil War, and luncheon 
speaker Dr. Max Krochmal, author of Blue Texas: The Making of a Multiracial Democratic 
Coalition in the Civil Rights Era. The conference also included many other faculty and student 
presentations, panels, and a poster session. The Center also ran its fourth annual student essay 
contest and provided awards for the top three papers. For more information about the Center and 
the conference, please go to http://faculty.collin.edu/lkirby/index.htm or find us on Facebook. 

Our Daily Work/Our Daily Lives 
John Beck, Co-Director 

Our Daily Work/Our Daily Lives is a joint program at Michigan State University drawing on the 
mutual interest at the MSU Museum and in the MSU Labor Education Program in workers 
culture, labor history and working-class life. This collaboration has promoted the preservation, 
promotion and presentation of workers’ culture through a variety of activities, including film 
showings, fiction and poetry readings, museum exhibits, and the ODW/ODL brown bag series, 
which will enter its 23rd year in September.  
 
We have had an outstanding line-up of programming this past year under the ODW/ODL banner. 
The days fly by and it is hard to capture all of it. 

One of this year’s highlights was our commemoration/celebration of the Lansing Labor Holiday. 
 As I have mentioned in earlier posts, the Holiday is arguably one of the greatest unsung 
struggles of labor in the 20th century. The Holiday was a successful, non-violent one day general 
strike called in June of 1937 over the jailing of strike leaders, including the labor organizer's 
wife. The Holiday included the blocking of many of the downtown streets near the Capitol 
building; this was accomplished with semi-trucks parked in intersections and a number of cars 
simply left in the middle of the street as the thousands of strikers rallied on the steps of the 
Capitol building. Governor Frank Murphy (of Flint Sit-down fame) negotiated the release of 
those jailed that day and a new contract a few days later at the workplace whose small strike had 
sparked the citywide labor action.  We held a variety of public programs related to the Holiday, 
Murphy and the rise of 1930s fascist groups (after the showing of the Humphrey Bogart film The 
Black Legion). The local historical society did an exhibit on the year 1937, with a special 
emphasis on labor events.  The State of Michigan commemorated the events of 80 years before 
with a new State of Michigan historical marker across from the Capitol building. An extensive 
planning committee of local unionists, academics and community people made the whole thing 
possible; the Lansing Labor Holiday and the commemoration are documented in the Facebook 
page devoted to both.  

http://faculty.collin.edu/lkirby/index.htm
https://www.facebook.com/LansingLaborHoliday/posts/1301374063263683


  
Last Fall, we welcomed South African artist Jeannette Unite to East Lansing for a brown bag, 
visits to classes, and a small exhibit. Much of Jeannette’s work focuses on mines and miners; the 
small exhibit we were able to mount included a number of her renderings of mine shaft houses 
and head frames along with collages of mine interiors. Along with Jeannette, we welcomed other 
guests from South Africa to the brown bag series including Masa Soko, the director of 
the Lwandle Migrant Labour Museum outside Cape Town. We had a rich year of musical brown 
bags with performances by Nathan Bell, Charlie King, Sue Massek (in town to do the one-
woman show, “Precious Memories,” on the life and music of Sara Ogan Gunning), and the 
absolutely fabulous a cappella quartet, Windborne.  We filled out the rest of the schedule with 
great presentations on the 1916 Minnesota Iron Range strike, working on Great Lakes freighters, 
Japanese women who labored as emotional companions – “little sisters” – to Kamikaze pilots, 
 the working lives of Hiroshima and Nagasaki survivors, and photographing work in Mali, 
among other topics. We continue to record the talks and they are available in the MSU Library’s 
catalog (just put in Our Daily Work/Our Daily Lives) and can be listed to anywhere in the world. 
  
In March, we worked with the UAW to welcome Mother Jones back to Michigan (in the person 
of West Virginia performer Karen Vuranch); she performed in UAW halls in Flint, Grand Rapids 
and Lansing to appreciative audiences. Also in March, we brought Washington Post staff writer 
and author Amy Goldstein to Lansing for talks on campus and in the community; Goldstein’s 
prize-winning book, Janesville: An American Story, looks at the closure of the General Motors 
plant and the effects and aftermath on the workers, their Wisconsin town, and its residents. Amy 
was the inaugural speaker in a new nighttime lecture series that Our Daily Work/Our Daily Lives 
is co-sponsoring on auto workers, auto communities and the auto industry with the RE Olds 
Transportation Museum in Lansing.  

Plans are already underway for next year’s brown bag series and other programming (though this 
year will be a hard one to top); we will commemorate our 250th brown bag in the series in the 
Spring of 2019 – never passing up a perfect opportunity for cake!! 


