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LBST 134  History of American Labor I
The Cordwainers’ Trials

How should workers, and their organizations, be treated in the new country?
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1794—The Federal Society of Journeymen Cordwainers (FSJC) was founded—through various pressure tactics, from 1794-1804, these workers were able to achieve what Professor Walter Nelles calls “modest increases.” The shoemakers worked from dawn to sunset for less than $ 10.00/week ($120.46 in 2007 money). At one point, the FSJC took wage reductions to help the masters create an export market to the U.S. south.

In 1806, an indictment by The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania was filed against George Pullis and seven other union brothers, known at Commonwealth v. Pullis, which was held in the Philadelphia Mayor’s Court. The Masters had formed their own organization and paid for the costs of the prosecution. The criminal complaint was based on English Common Law of Conspiracy, which made “a combination” to raise wages or shorten working hours a crime.

A major issue in the trial was the demand by FSJC for a closed shop. Any worker (or Master) who violated the “labor standards” was “shunned.” Any new cordwainer moving into Philadelphia from, for example, New York City or Baltimore, was required to join the FSJC or Master would be told to fire the worker; if the Master refused, the FSJC would strike the shop. One Master testified at the trial that he had been struck for more than two years for refusing to fire a “scab.” In another tactic, union members would refuse to “board at the same house.”


The case also reflected major political differences in the new country between the Federalists and the Jeffersonians. The Federalists believed that the U.S. should become a manufacturing economy, with a centralized government controlled by the merchant ruling class. The Jeffersonians supported small farmers, or yeomen, and supported an economy based on autonomy and self-reliance.


The case for the Commonwealth had three major problems:

· The action of the FSJC) were legal, unless a conspiracy could be proven, and no conspiracy charges had ever been brought against Masters’ organizations that “conspired” to keep wages down

· English common law had not been endorsed by the Pennsylvania legislature

· How could a court use the precedent of English law in a colony that had fought to rid itself of English control?

After a three-day trial, the eight brave shoemakers were found guilty and fined $ 8.00, the equivalent of one week’s wages and were ordered to pay the court costs for the trial.

By a happy fluke of history, Thomas Lloyd, who is credited with “inventing” the system of shorthand, was a supporter of the workers, and an opponent of Federalist politics, and took down a transcript of the trial. 

The great labor historian, John Robert Commons, reprinted this transcript of this trial in his Documentary History of American Industrial Society(1910) and now (2009) it has been digitalized so you can read this dramatic and emotional episode of our history:

http://books.google.com/books?id=ES4pAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA59-IA2&lpg=PA59-IA2&dq=1806+cordwainers+%26+commons&source=bl&ots=3nA5RoviF7&sig=AJ49u0PbgiSEKJByjhSBCWluCZE&hl=en&ei=X7EiS7mcNIOVtgermcjjBw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=2&ved=0CAwQ6AEwAQ#v=onepage&q=&f=false

Pay particular attention to the Opening Statement for the workers, also reprinted in American Labor: A Documentary History, edited by Melvin Dubofsky and Joseph McCartin.

By the miracle of modern technology, the whole John Commons Documentary History has been digitalized (2010) at http://www.archive.org/details/documentaryhisto06amer
.
