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Introduction

The publication of this biography of Ernie “Big Train” 
Thompson is an event of enormous importance – not only for 
the history of his times, but more importantly as a guide for the 
future.

“Big Train” was a towering figure among that group of Blacks 
who saw that World War II was a turning point in the status of 
racism in the United States, who saw the labor movement as a 
critical arena in the struggle for liberation, and who understood 
the decisive importance of coalition.

In 1970, a group of us who were instrumental in creating the 
National Negro Labor Council celebrated our 20th anniversary 
by convening to discuss some of the lessons of the preceding 
twenty years. In honor of “Big Train’s” unusual contribution to 
our efforts, we held the meeting in Newark, where he was then 
applying coalition tactics to political work in local communities.

Some of the thoughts I expressed then are, I believe, an 
appropriate introduction to this book.

We had a big discussion prior to our formation of the NNLC 
on whether we should admit white people. And there were 
some who said we should call it the National Labor Council, 
leaving out the word Negro. This is a question that plagues the 
Black community today, too: How shall we do our thing? Can 
we make it out there on our own? By ourselves? Or do we need 
to engage in coalition politics?
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Most of us did not have the advantage of higher education, 
but we could count. We knew what ten meant in relation to 
ninety. And although we were proud of our prowess as Black 
men, we decided we would need some help to raise that ten.

We understood in 1951 that coalition meant partnership; it 
meant a coming together of equals. It did not mean the Black 
man sitting on Massa’s knee, which had been the definition of 
coalition politics until that time. What I’m trying to say was 
most classically demonstrated in the speech of our president, 
Bill Hood, at our founding convention – and that speech was 
mainly “Big Train’s” brainchild – when we said, addressing 
ourselves to the trade union movement, that we ask for your 
cooperation, but not your permission.

But what do we do when we get to 51 percent of the 
population? I was schooled in the game of winner-take-all. But 
I know that the millennium is not reached when control of, 
say, a city is gained. Under our system of government, cities, 
counties, and school districts are creatures of the state. And 
the state reserves to itself all rights not specifically given to the 
body involved. So as Black people move to positions of power, 
we see a national movement toward metropolitan government 
and county government. That means that even though we 
successfully win political positions on a local level, the necessity 
for coalition remains.

In my opinion, if America is to be saved, it will be saved by 
coalition. The NNLC was drowned in a wave of repression 
characterized historically as the McCarthy era. We were wiped 
off the scene. It’s my opinion that we are headed now for a period 
of repression that will make McCarthyism seem like children’s 
games. There, at least, the government operated within the 
format of the law. But today, the repression is taking on another 
form: They are arresting, trying, judging, and executing Blacks 
on our streets. Justice comes out of the muzzle of a police gun.
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I don’t think this country will ever be the same after the 
explosions of 1966 and 1967. It has been obvious that we have 
only two ways to deal with the basic problem which threatens 
to tear our country apart. We can either go the hard, costly, 
right way of taking the necessary social steps to remove the 
causes of the explosion – in other words, take that raisin out of 
the sun and give it some shade – or we can stand by and watch 
that raisin swell, and all be inundated in its explosion.

The only way we can repel those who would repress the 
Black people, in my opinion, is to consolidate our ranks and 
reach out to our potential allies. In the NNLC, I think we over-
estimated the potential support of the trade union movement 
and under-estimated the necessity of rooting ourselves in the 
ghetto. I don’t think we will make that mistake again. If there 
is anything that the younger generation – who are now at the 
switch of the Freedom Train – can learn from our history, it is 
to not make that same mistake again.

Ernie Thompson’s life and work are an enduring guide.

 —Coleman A. Young

Detroit, Michigan

January, 1971


