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by showing that the regional spirit of commons environmentalism was alive 
long before the period that Newfont examines. Manget is successful in both 
of these respects. Through his expert analysis of primary source documents, 
particularly shop ledgers, newspaper clippings, state laws, and other artifacts 
from the 19th and early 20th centuries, he claims that “some mountain residents 
tried to maintain their independence from wage work by digging roots and 
herbs” (154), which is an effort that continues today, albeit in a limited way.

Manget’s work is a valuable addition to the scholarship on commons cul-
ture in Southern Appalachia, and those interested in environmental history, 
medicinal plants, and 19th-century Appalachia will find this book valuable. 
Manget writes in a clear, organized, engaging manner that will appeal to both 
scholars and a more general audience curious about these topics. Additionally, 
he leaves the door open for future scholars to build on his work, and readers 
must wonder when to expect a manuscript that examines Appalachian herb 
and root gathering in the 21st century. Ginseng Diggers is sure to attract the 
attention of the Appalachian Studies community and beyond, and, as Manget 
writes in his conclusion, “directs our attention to the peripheries of capital-
ism, where alternative forms of economy have developed and persisted” (229).

Megan E. Hall
Megan Hall is a graduate student in the Appalachian Studies program at Appalachian 
State University. She was born and raised in Western North Carolina and has a BA in 
sociology and a BS in plant biology from North Carolina State University. Her work 
focuses on the social consequences of environmental disaster in WNC.

A Union for Appalachian Healthcare Workers: The 
Radical Roots and Hard Fights of Local 1199

By John Hennen (Morgantown: West Virginia Univ. Press, 
2021) $29.99, paper. ISBN 9781952271243, 288 pp.

John Hennen, previously the author of a valuable study 
of how West Virginia elites during and after World War 
I tried to manufacture a public consensus that corporate 
capitalism was the “American Way,” now turns his attention 
to the determined campaign by a multiracial, largely female 
healthcare workers union to secure a presence in Appalachia 
in the late 20th century. The union has achieved, at best, a 
standoff against an industry that has increasingly treated 
healthcare as simply a commodity. In telling this story, Hennen 
forthrightly considers several tough issues concerning the 
nature of citizen resistance in Appalachia.

The author’s central purpose is to document both the ways in which power 
has functioned in Appalachian healthcare and the striking alliance of workers 
who embodied the persistence of grassroots progressive change in the region. 
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Hennen thoroughly explains the challenges involved in organizing and sustain-
ing a broad-based working-class coalition, and in particular the dynamics of 
gender in labor-management relations. Perhaps most tantalizingly, Hennen 
explores the capacity of an organization or institution requiring some measure 
of consensus to serve effectively as a vehicle to improve lives and gain greater 
political and economic justice.

Martin Luther King Jr. cited Local 1199, usually referred to as “1199,” as 
“my favorite union” (41). Founded by a radical Russian immigrant in New York 
City in 1932, it pursued a strategy of mobilizing marginalized workers in the 
hospital industry— nurses, nurse assistants, pharmacists, janitors, housekeep-
ers, laundry workers, cooks, and dishwashers—regardless of race, ethnicity, or 
gender. By 1968, the militant and comprehensively organized Local 1199 had 
21,000 members and wielded considerable clout in New York City’s healthcare 
system. Encouraged by Coretta Scott King, 1199 organizers began in 1969 to 
expand into new territories.

They found a fertile field in West Virginia. Civil rights demonstrations 
gradually radicalized student activists at Marshall University, sparking antiwar 
protests on the Huntington campus, the formation of a chapter of the Students 
for a Democratic Society (SDS), and the creation in 1969 of a small publishing 
and printing collective called the Appalachian Movement Press. Even then, 
some of these dissidents realized that romantic fervor was not enough to 
achieve a working-class revolution. It needed to be accompanied by a clear-eyed, 
hard-nosed, and nuanced strategy that educated workers on the ways in which 
power worked and how they could gain some of it for themselves, democratize 
it, and pass it on to others. The young leftists also learned from Don West. 
Throughout his lifelong journey as a poet, co-founder of the Highlander Folk 
School, head of the Appalachian South Folklife Center in Pipestem, West Virginia, 
and decidedly independent radical, West held on to his vision of interracial, 
working-class solidarity. By his personal example he taught that meaningful 
change demanded tenacity—a commitment to the long haul.

It therefore seemed natural that the decision of 1199 to move into 
Appalachia coalesced with the energies of the West Virginia activists. Several 
of them became organizers for the union, for it seemed to them to offer a 
collective vision and structured purpose that could undergird a workers’ 
movement in the mountains. Combining written sources and oral interviews 
with the women and men of 1199, Hennen recounts what he rightly calls the 
“hard fights” faced by union members—not only the spasms of violence on 
picket lines, but also the essential and continuous work of building a union 
through marches, meetings, court appearances, negotiations, education, 
and more.

Adjustments were necessary in the face of an array of challenges. 
As 1199 organizers sought to rally support among predominantly white 
healthcare workers in West Virginia, Eastern Kentucky, and Appalachian 
Ohio, they deemphasized the union’s slogan, “Union Power, Soul Power,” 
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while retaining the moral force and interracial appeal of human dignity, 
respect, and security. The union’s organizing principle that employees in the 
nation’s healthcare empire shared a common identity as industrial workers 
was problematic in workplace settings that were historically hierarchical. 
Occupational specialization often posed obstacles to unionization; the 
more professional training a healthcare worker possessed, the less she or 
he responded to 1199’s message. Union women who resisted authority, 
especially when they risked arrest, expressed feelings of liberation as they 
transgressed prescribed behavioral norms and extended their cultural roles 
as family caregivers into a dedication to community well-being. At the same 
time, hospital administrators and their allies sought to reinforce the enduring 
popular sentiment that healthcare providers should be public servants, not 
industrial workers, and they violated a public trust when they went on strike. 
Management inverted the notion of caregiving into an ideal of selfless service 
known as “Nightingalism” (123), invoking the name of Florence Nightingale, 
the legendary 19th-century founder of modern nursing.

The travails besetting 1199 in Appalachia became even more formidable 
after the mid-1970s. As employment in America moved away from industrial 
jobs toward white-collar professional and service occupations, and in 
Appalachia from miners to healthcare workers, 1199 grappled with the 
effects of eroding federal government support for labor rights, public policies 
favoring deregulation, and corporate consolidation. Healthcare employers 
in the region launched aggressive and sophisticated anti-union campaigns, 
hiring euphemistically named “union avoidance” consultants who exploited 
workers’ fears to inoculate them against the idea of collective bargaining (89). 

The union survived, and Local 1199 entered into an uneasy merger with the 
Service Employees International Union (SEIU) in 1989. About 9,000 members 
belonged to its Southern Appalachian district in 2020. For some healthcare 
workers, 1199 was a transitory experience. Others, especially the women of 
1199, remained immersed in the union’s work and culture and encouraged their 
daughters to carry on its legacy. 

Local 1199’s history in Appalachia is at once inspiring, sobering, and 
instructive, and Hennen tells it well. Blending the institutional emphasis of 
the “old” labor history, the multicultural working-class focus of the “new” 
labor history, the no-nonsense approach of a union educator, and a dash 
of personal memoir, he illuminates some hard questions about grassroots 
progressive change in Appalachia. Hennen helps us understand more clearly 
its possibilities, particularly in trying times.

John M. Glen
John Glen, professor emeritus of history at Ball State University, is the author of 
Highlander: No Ordinary School (2nd ed., University of Tennessee Press, 1996) and 
Indiana Enters the Modern Era: Since 1945 (Indiana Historical Society, forthcoming). He 
is currently writing a history of the War on Poverty in Appalachia. He lives in Soddy 
Daisy, Tennessee.




