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LABOR HISTORY II--1865-1877


It was a sort of crusading spirit that sustained many of us in those early days. We placed the cause of labor before everything else--personal advancement, family, comfort, or anything.





Samuel Gompers, Seventy Years of Life and Labor

GROWTH OF UNIONISM

New machinery introduced, paid by tax dollars in govt. contracts, stimulated by demand of war effort, so the loss of skill and the loss of control became organizing issue. The degradation of work became the degradation of the worker.


Growth of unionism expanded by 1864--200,000 workers in unions, new locals in San Francisco (25 locals), Houston (a printer local). --safe to estimate that more workers enrolled in unions prior to Panic of 1873 than at any other time in the 19th century--


Really four basic organizations:


1. Labor reform associations--primarily agitational organizations, admitting anyone who supported their principles--like the 10-Hour League that met in virtually every New England mill town--really the end of a movement, but brought rising stars like Ira Steward, who headed the Boston Eight-Hour League,  and George McNeil, who became Deputy Director of the Mass BLS in 1869 (explain importance/history of BLS movement--arose from publicity for workers’ plights, appeal to public sympathy, importance today); Jonathan Fincher; O.B. Daley, who succeeded Fincher as President of the Machinists and Blacksmiths Union; William Saffin, who became President of Iron Molders Union at the death of Sylvis.


Also some secret societies, like Supreme Mechanical Order of the Sun, with its elaborate ritual and several degrees of membership-its representative to the 1868 National Labor Congress was John J. Junio, of Syracuse, president of the Cigar Makers Intl. Union


At the times of its founding in 1869, the Knights of Labor was simply another secret society, showing how organizations of the future grow from organizations of the past


2. Trade unions--grew side by side with the labor reform associations, but functioned like unions of today--organization of workers in a particular occupation which tried to establish wages/work rules for its members--also involved in education, mutual insurance and political agitation--unions often sponsored reading rooms, cultural activities, speakers--BUT most unions prohibited discussions of a divisive partisan nature--”No subject of a political or religious nature shall be entertained at any time,” proclaimed the typical union constitution--an estimated 300,000 workers were members in hundreds of locals--Sylvis claimed 600,000 members--by 1870, the NY Times survey stated that 16 major national/international unions, with 184,121 members, so the 600,000 figure looks reasonable--often hard to precisely calculate membership because workers came in and out, depending upon the economy--also had erratic bookkeeping practices--one change was a systematic improvement of record-keeping/due-collecting procedures


The Knights of St. Crispin (shoemakers/Mass) stated in its constitution: ”Recognizing the right of the manufacturer or capitalist to control his capital, we also claim and shall exercise the right to control our labor, and be consulted in determining the price paid for it--a right hitherto denied us. . .”--this drew the fundamental social line that restricted unionism as it grew: once you accept private ownership, many other things follow, but this acceptance violated many of the labor reform schemes/utopian/revolutionary programs of the time--


Workers control could be exerted by collective action-- until 1866,  no negotiations as we know them--typical strike involved craftsmen setting a rate and demanding that the bosses meet it--called by Montgomery “the unilateral adoption of rules to control the sale of their labor”--those bosses that didn’t were put on a “rat list” but often unions were broken--all or nothing--one writer, Frederick Mayer of WI, noted that “any strike longer than 3 days was lost”--these workers had  Progressed halfway down the oath from workshop artisans to factory wage-labor


Unskilled workers used intimidation and community action to enforce demands, physically surrounding a workplace to keep scabs out--no “leaders” or delegation of authority--in many large industrial shops, the organized skilled craftsmen provided patterns for the unskilled workers--from 1862-66, at McCormick Harvesting Machine Company in Chicago, the skilled molders were only 10% of the work force, but any improvements they gained were immediately passed along to the unskilled foundry workers, and eventually to everyone in the works--strong ties between skilled and unskilled were reinforced by community structures (religion, intermarriage, geographical proximity, ethnic, language)--especially true in mine areas, which were so remote and ingrown


Not always true--in textile, historically a bitter split between skilled and unskilled--in New England, the mule spinners formed a national union in 1866 and announced that after April 1, 1867, no one would work more than 10 hours/day--refused to work with the unskilled mill hands, so when the mule spinners struck, the rest of the shops scabbed--


Unions worked to enforce the closed shop-often “bannered” shops which hired non-union workers or which paid lower than the union scale--were prosecuted for conspiracy in several states


The emergence of new machinery, which made it easy for unskilled workers to flood the labor market, made things more difficult for craft unions--became rapidly exclusionary, playing to any prejudice as part of job protection--in show industry, it was estimated that “:any farmer could learn the trade in 3 days,” and no one made “a whole shoe any longer”--unions tried to restrict numbers of apprentices, for example, and some even forbade a masters’ teaching the trade to anyone else, except his own son or where allowed by a 3/4 vote of the union membership--


One aspect of union success was employer weakness-often small, competitive firms which could not stand a strike--during the war, costs could be passed along to govt.--by the employer associations began to develop--stiff resistance to union demands, firings/blacklists--even military action on both sides--surplus of labor, created by immigration and deskilling, made strikes difficult, as did lack of union resources so that members often had to return to work


UNION CHANGES: simultaneous development of:

a. Arbitration--which was really a negotiation--in the 1860s, the term was used so broadly that it covered any organized negotiations of grievance between employers and unions--at first NLU congress in 1866, Jonathan Fincher proposed that strikes be a last resort and that workers try “conferring committees and friendly negotiations . . . before labor assumes a hostile attitude toward capital.”


In a Bricklayers Strike in NYC, 3 unions of 2,800 members resolved that after July 1, 1868, no one would work more than 8 hours/day--struck for a month and a half before the Joint Committee even met with the bosses to discuss issues--the bosses agreed to demands, provided that they could each have four, instead of two apprentices--the membership was furious that and claimed that the Joint Committee had no authority to negotiate, or to do anything except to collect/disburse strike funds--settlement collapsed


Contacts begin to appear--the Cigarmakers, led by John Junio, struck for a raise and a closed shop, and a demand that neither side would try to change piece rates without first notifying the other party--workers want an increase of $2-3 dollars/thousand cigars--got $1 on January 1, 1869, with another dollar on May 1--bosses also accepted closed shop--finally agreed to set up “a joint committee of arbitration” to work out future problems


Some contracts for iron puddlers were based on sliding scale, dependent of prices paid by customers--could go up or down--negotiated with Sons of Vulcan, and survived as “bargaining relationship”--coal miners got a one-year contract in Schuylkill County


Ultimately, “arbitration” took on a meaning imported from England, as a settlement by a third party--but Fincher called arbitration “a humbug, a delusion, and snare”--most unionists wanted arbitration to make strikes more effective, not eliminate them--membership control was still fundamental


b. Union bureaucratization--transfer of power from membership to select committees--haggled with bosses, subject only to ratification by membership--conflicted with union history and with work practices--also tried to create regular funding through dues, rather than depending upon emergency assessments--the more activities which developed, the less the membership was involved--obviously, a “national” convention could not be attended by 300,000 workers--


Began to develop paid staff--originally, the financial secretary-in Typo Local 6, its membership quadrupled in 1867-69, and began to pay its secretary $1,200/year in 1869--Sons of Vulcan paid organizer Mike Humphreys the trade wage plus traveling expenses in 1866--the Iron Molders paid the highest, giving its president $1,600/year in 1867, and also found terms of offices increased as salaries rose--


Bureaucratic control reached its highest among the coal miners--Workingmens Benevolent Association created out of a colliery strike in 1868--in the spring, 1869, delegates from 17 miners local met in Hazleton to form the Executive Board of Schuylkill County” for the 35,000 members of the union--first chairman was John Siney, paid $1,500/year--tried to deal with surplus of  labor and glutted market for coal--inventions like diamond-tipped drill, the Allison Cataract Steam Pump, power-drilling machines greatly expanded productivity--so the WBA restricted individual output--had great discipline over members and looked at industry as a whole--also developed a tradition of instantaneous action by members at the order of an officer--sets up the path for JohnL--eventually becomes the Miners National Association, which spreads to the bituminous fields in the 1870s--the M.N.A. Executive Board with Siney at its head, had unqualified authority to call/halt strikes, hire organizers, levy special assessments--


c. Centralization--new  authoritative bodies at every level, growing out of mutual assistance agreements--Rochester revived the Trades Assembly in 1863, and by the end of the war, most major cities, including Baltimore(?), had similar assemblies--helped out in strikes, carried out political action, promoted boycotts and “bannering” of bosses--also created newspapers--Fincher’s Trades Review was actually the paper of the Philly Trades Assembly and had (12/65), more than 11,000 subscribers across the country--some unions also started magazines for members in a particular industry--in NYC, both English and German magazines founded in 1864--produced by Workingman’s Union, which had a city-wide strike for the 8-hour day in 1866--followed a strike by shipyard workers


The German workers hoped to pool funds to establish hospitals, bank, home-building society and producers co-ops--followed a European theory of “self-help” advocated in Prussia by Hermann Schultze-Delitzsch--created political split in German unions over “simple” political action (for 8-hour day) or radical schemes, like co-ops--finally this German union movement dissolved in December, 1965--


3. Sections of the International Workingmens Association--started from the ruins of German union in 1867--two strains of thought: Lasalle and Marx--Lasalle was more popular among recent emigrants, preaching the “iron law of wages” and promoting co-ops, since workers efforts to raise their wages are in vain--


4. Labor parties

All elements were at least partially represented at the height of the National Labor Union, 1869-70--in 1868, the NLU tried to integrate the wide array of workingmen’s societies into a permanent structure--set up an NLU Constitution, which empowered NLU Vice-presidents in their states to organize Labor parties--any seven workers could obtain a charter from the NLU, provided there was no jurisdictional dispute [define]--theses were called “labor unions,” and were predecessors to the “mixed assemblies” of the K of L--as contrasted to “trade unions,” which were unions as we now know them--enlisted workers, farmers, politicians, radicals--took up diverse issues --the State Labor Union of Kansas grew out a dispute over land grants--joined with the State Labor Union of Nebraska, headed by a worker and a wealthy lawyer, to create the issue of currency reform in the Midwest--


Development of railroads led to national economy, and national industry, and dreams of national unionism. 12 national unions founded, 1860-66.Some militant, like Molders, some conservative, Like Locomotive Engineers, who forbade strikes. The BLE established itself as the first of the conservative "anti-union unions," with a sordid history of breaking strikes and aligning itself with the railroad bosses


First famous leaders. The movement was much more fluid, so leaders had to have many skills, and also had many opportunities to leave the working class


William Sylvis--started in 1862 to reorganize the Molders. Started with $100 to go 10,000 miles on the first organizing tour in US history. Restored national organization, set up dues and real treasury, per capita. Centralized control, so that only natl. union could authorize a strike. Effective administration. Sylvis travels in 1863-64 period. In 1863, Molders had 2,000 members in 15 locals in 8 states; by 1865, 6,000  members in 54 locals in 18 states. Understood power, not charity as solution to workers. Wanted intellectual climate improved by shorter hours.

THEME: control by national union of activities.  Good or bad? Cf. Hormel strike.

Growth of labor press during war. 1863. Finchers Trade Review, edited by Jonathan Fincher of the machinists. a weekly, whose policy was "to espouse labor, in all conflicts to be on the side of labor. Opposed political action, however. Had circulation of 11,000 in 31 of the 36 states, the District and Canada.


Workingmen Advocate(1863-1877) in Cincinnati, demanded labor party, as well as economic unionism. All labor papers called for mass public education (cf. Reagan/Bush, DCC Labor Studies program)


Bosses fight back--by 1863, have well-organized anti-union trade associations.--lockouts, blacklists, yellow-dogs.


As Sylvis reorganized the Molders, the employers created the American National Stove Manufacturers and Iron Founders Association(1863), an enlargement of the early employers organizations--brings together on a permanent basis, all bosses in a particular industry--between 1866-68, Molders union paid out almost $1 million in strike funds to combat forced strikes and lockouts


Sylvis had organized a local at Sputyn Duyvil, NY, but the boss, I.G. Johnson took over the foundry at Sing Sing and paid the state of New York 40 cents a day for the labor of each convict, to break the union--not successful as Sylvis showed up to rally the workers.


In another situation, the Employers Assoc. of San Fran wanted to scab the molders by bringing in scabs from South America--delegates from the San Fran Trades Assembly met the scabs at the Panama Canal, convinced them to join the union and put them to work when they arrived in San Fran.


Anti-strike legislation--In Minn, a $100 fine for any striker interfering with a worker. In IL, the LaSalle Black Laws were effective anti-union laws that prohibited threat, intimidation, or any concerted activity to protect a strike. To protect Americans from the lies of foreign agitators


Chamber of Commerce organized as employer association. Sylvis quoted an employer (1864) who said that "a spirit of retaliation has been aroused in the bosom of every employer, the fruits of which are now being manifested in the widespread and universal organization of capitalists for the avowed purpose of destroying our unions."


Began the struggle for the eight-hour day. A constant is union struggles which had been extinguished for 100 years. Ira Steward, of the Machinists, was the founder of the 8-hour movement, created national demand for state and national legislation, not just isolated demands. Steward claimed that labor's expectations were low because anyone working 14 hours/day had "neither the imagination nor the energy to demand higher wages. He is so debased by excess toil that he can only think of food and sleep."Steward believed that the introduction of machinery was inevitable, with loss of status and control for workers, and that working shorter hours would increase "consumer demand" and thereby expand the economy and absorb workers displaced by introduction of machinery. Saw hours getting shorter and wages being pushed higher until profits disappeared, as if by magic, and workers co-ops would be the regular form of industry. 

THEME: the vision of the ever-expanding economy. a myth, up to 1993 Japan

8-hour day would unite skilled and unskilled, more time for leisure, study of socialism,. Producers and consumers co-ops--eventually Steward gave up on unions and created the Eight-Hour Leagues across the country


Various meetings with hope of national organizations and trades councils.

FREE BLACK LABOR: THE SLAVES ARE FREE

A whole issue developed over free black labor in the south, as depicted in Free At Last: A Documentary History of Slavery, Freedom and the Civil War--We see blacks being "set free"--to what?


Another helpful book is Been in the Storm So Long: the Aftermath of Slavery by Leon Litwack (added to the notes in 5/99)


4 million workers were suddenly dumped on to the market for employment--as if a thousand ships had arrived but the racial issues, feelings and stereotypes--and the inability of a black to eventually “blend in”--made freed slaves and the racism that surrounded them, unique and powerful and an issue that continues to this day


As northern troops advanced, the slaves flocked to their lines--when the war was over, troops in Richmond reported thousands of stunned former slaves, trying to figure out what to do next--anecdote of Robert Lumpkin, the slave trader who was caught with a large consignment of slaves, which he tried to move south with Jefferson Davis and which he was forced to release--loss of capital--a belated issue was the advance of black northern soldiers, who were held back so that white troops could be the first to enter Richmond--in urban areas, freed slaves began to negotiate with employers over wages and to move around in groups--the only element which guaranteed the abolition of slavery, however, was the presence of Union (!) troops, since in backward areas, the massa simply continued as before once the troops had moved on


“Revolutions may go backward”--quoted in Litwack


For all slaves, freedom was a dramatic change--speaking  materially, the domestic slaves often found condition tougher and some even tried to return to their former owners after several years away-in some cases, the freed slaves did not leave until 1866, the third anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation--even though the South had been defeated militarily, the white ruling class continued to show intransigence, racism, with no sign of repentance or enlightenment--held to notions of racial solidarity and black inferiority--as one Georgia editor stated: The different races of men, like different coins at a mint, were stamped at their true value by the almighty in the beginning. No contact with each other--no amount of legislation or education--can convert the negro into a white man. Until that can be done--until you can take the kinks out of his wool and make his skull thinner--until all these things and abundantly more have been done, the negro cannot claim equality with the white race. (Quoted Litwack, p 223)


Slaves thought that they could now simply belong to themselves--dreamt of being bosses, of making the whites wait on them--”I’s free. Ain’t wuf nuffin” said one Alabama slave--gradually realized that the section of the Emancipation Proclamation which stated that all “should labor faithfully for reasonable wages” made them ordinary workers, nothing more--one former Arkansas slave who earned one dollar working on a railroad felt “like the richest man in the world”--like teen-agers, living at home, who get their first job, thinking all of their wages are discretionary income--it was marvelous, however, to be able to change a place of work, even if it meant moving on to the neighboring plantation to work for wages--often ex-slaves moved to reunite families, or to return to geographical areas (like coastal SC) which had been deserted during the war--struck at the racial stereotype that slaves had no feelings or moral affinities--


As relationships changed, the whites still expected their ‘employees” to show respect and deference, or they could be “poled” as before


In fact, freed slave responded in exactly the same way as white workers: they aspired to be small farmers, owning their own land; small businessmen; wage laborers; and with dreams of education and advancement for their children


1. strict day labor within the union lines, for a wage. In fact, many slaves fled the plantations, leaving their families in the care of either the slave owners or of the Union troops/agents, while they worked for wages.


2. who owned land? After Union armies moved into an area, slaves were free. But then what? As the book says, in "Free Labor in the Midst of War,": 


"Emancipation in the Union-occupied south undid familiar ways of living and working; not knowing exactly what would take the place of slavery, former slaves and former slave owners struggled to shape the emerging order as best they could. Former slaves sought to liquidate the last remnants of their owners rule and place their freedom on a foundation of economic independence. But because they were liberated without land or other productive resources, most had nothing with which to provide for themselves and their families except their abilities to work.. . .The free labor arrangements that emerged were improvised responses to pressing necessities, not systematic designs for the future." (p. 242)


Issues were ownership of land, terrorism by confederate bands in the interests of southern slave holders who had fled but hoped to return, productive supplies (seed, tools, etc.) and cash to carry over until the cops were sold, a very primitive barter economy. Also northern speculators who wanted to seize (in the name of liberty, of course) the southern lands; some hired slaves, got a crop and left without paying the slaves, others started schools and treated the slaves as regular workers; also started a tenant system, and some slaves grabbed land for themselves and became small farmers


Ku Klux Klan founded--the myth of social mobility for “free” workers was tested--groups of whites rode around to intimidate blacks from leaving the immediate area of their plantations, and developed both an economic and ideological attack of equal rights--denied freed slaves the key elements of working-class life: access to capital, education, voting, mobility, self-confidence--the perfect example of how racism splinters the working class, since some of the most outspoken bigots have been poor white factory workers, whose only claim to superiority was over black workers--who then looked at immigrants of color in the same way


Ironically, the freed slaves were used for decades as a reserve labor force--when southern agriculture began to mechanize, and when factories began to open and draw white workers, the blacks were declared, in effect, surplus population, and were driven out of the south--at the same time, Ford wanted to recruit blacks for the dirtiest jobs--so after 1900, an enormous internal migration from the south to the North--southern states made it literally impossible, in many ways, for freed slaves to survive except as captive workers, slaves in everything but name--


Class oppression concealed beneath the rhetoric of the AmRev--wanted democratic states rights, etc.--for what and for whom?


also, in some cases, agents were appointed to run the plantations for the US govt.--some were kind, some efficient, and some were just thieves


biggest issue was that former slaves had ideas of how they should be treated, how quickly they should get the guarantees promised in the Emancipation Proclamation ( split families, for example, needed to be restored)--also had good workers and not so good, question of industrial discipline now that the crueler aspects of slavery (the whip) had supposedly been eliminated--some slaves wanted the benefits of slavery (housing, constant care) without the discipline


As true bosses, the plantation owners told slaves that if they wanted to leave they could but if they stayed, they had to follow his discipline--as J.B. Moor, an Alabama planter put it, “They will not agree to work and be controlled by me, hence, I told them I would not hire them.” (Quoted Litwack, p 337)--at the same time, as an issue of social control, marauding bands of whites harassed traveling blacks to keep them at work--distinction between worker and servant was a matter of attitude--”bad work & insolent language”--


Southerners claimed that productivity dropped measurably after abolition--the issue of productivity became a class issue, to support/oppose emancipation--beginning of the “lazy blacks” image--interestingly, the slaves used their freedom to reduce their hours of work rather than increasing their compensation--in many areas, a shortage of labor gave the ex-slaves bargaining power, and even though the six-day week/ten-hour day was “standard,” slaves took longer for lunch, came late, took off on Saturday afternoons--simply duplicating the efforts of northern workers in the push for the shorter work week--it was true in the rice fields, where workers could set their own pace and the work was hard and tedious--needed machinery to set a pace, a problem the industrialists were beginning to solve at this time--many ex-slaves left the rural areas and congregated in cities, often unskilled and unemployable, but free--


The employment relationship became complicated because some bosses continued to provide housing/food/medical care/clothing--it became the model for the company store, using ex-slave’s “lack of understanding about money” as the rationale for deducting all expenses from the paycheck--if it was an agricultural operation, the boss would often hold back on some of the wages, paying them only quarterly, semi-annually or even annually--partly to keep workers in line and partly because of cash flows--then the sharecropping system also arose, in which the worker got a specified share of the crop, when/if sold--often bosses began to prefer paying in shares, thinking it provided stability--contracts had to be approved by the Freedman’s Bureau, as many bosses used the illiteracy of the ex-slaves to cheat them into signing “enforceable contracts” which forced them to work for almost nothing--some bosses even tried to reintroduce indentured servitude, with 7-year contracts--


The Freedman’s Bureau acted for the bosses by apprehending “vagrants,” and by stopping food rations, and kept northern freedman’s aid societies from distributing clothing and food--the whole issue of worker’s motivation, work habits, reliability and discipline--the plantation owners organized of course, a blacklist, refusing to hire any worker who could not provide a discharge paper from his former boss--planters also met in areas to establish maximum wages, to agree on penalties for violations of a contract and to refuse to sell or lease land to a freedman--in Alabama, the planters formed a Labor Regulating Association and established friendly relations with the agent of the Freedman’s Bureau--even wanted to apprentice orphaned children of ex-slaves--


In other cases,  violence was the method--in Surrey County, VA, blacks were strung up by their thumbs unless they agreed to work for six dollars a month (quoted Litwack, 416)--so workers began to organize strikes, just as northern workers did: when things got back, they refused to work, or moved to the next plantation--had sick-outs--workers were clubbed and shot for disciplinary infractions--

UNIONISM, 1866-1877
Really the history of the National Labor Union.--"to nationalize the struggle of workers." faced every basic problem that unions face today in infant forms. The first convention, pulled together by Jonathan Fincher and William Sylvis, was called for Baltimore, March 26, 1866 (107 years ago this month), headed by the Baltimore Trades Assembly. Met at the Rayston Building, 63 delegates, with unions, 8-Hour Leagues, Trades Assemblies. Called "a union of producers," which combined political reformers, unionists, and began to urge producers co-ops as one level of activity


Sylvis stated that "labor is the foundation of the whole political, social and commercial structure. . . It is the basis upon which the proudest structure of art rests--the leverage which enables man to carry out God's wise purposes. . .--the attribute of all that is noble and good in civilization."


Urged organization of unions (meaning skilled workers) with unskilled in Workingmans Associations, which could be affiliated to the National Labor Congress. Proposed arbitration [negotiations] instead of strikes, "which are productive of great injury to the laboring classes. . ." wanted to refer all disputes with the boss to arbitration


Urged every worker to be represented by a union: join  one or start one. Demanded independent political action, noting that the Free Soil Party became the Republican party, (as answer to critics who claimed that the party would have no influence or elect anyone) which now controlled the country. Supported 8-hour legislation, more public lands, public schools and libraries, abolition of slums,


The NLU really had two distinct periods, short but glorious history:


1866-70--strictly a trade union with some political beliefs


1870-72--really became more of a political vehicle, stressing “greenbackism,” as a source of capital for workshop schemes--some of the national trade unions withdrew in distrust of politics--


On a short-term, producers co-ops meant independence from the bosses and finance capital--for Sylvis, it was a long-term revolutionary demand--could also satisfy desires of workers to become bosses--industrial capitalism was still new enough for workers to envision alternatives, a kind of romantic Jeffersonianism in the ‘escape” response to industrialism--Lassalean--contrary to many writers, this move to politicalism did not wreck the NLU, it was done in by the Depression of 1873 when unions dissolved in the worst depression of the century


Sylvis organized dozens of co-op foundries, stating "Divide the profits among those who produce them and drive the nonproducers to honorable toil or starvation." Eventually, after Sylvis' death in 1869, the co-ops failed, and the demise was blamed on a lack of capital, which led NLU into "greenbackism," which the members felt would take control of capital away from the banks

support--but not organization of--women workers. Sylvis endorses opening the organization up to women, but rank-and-file were not so farseeing. By 1865, women made up at least 25% of the workforce, most were single and young, or widowed, rarely in skilled trades, except for printing and telegraphing (nimble fingers), and also had to do all housework/child raising. By 1870, there were 1 million domestics. One theory was that raising men’s wages would make it necessary for women to work outside the house. The NLU never endorsed women’s suffrage, however, simply wanting economic organization as a way to defend against lowering of men’s wages


Sylvis made an issue of black workers: "if we can convince these people to make common cause with us, we will have a power which will make Wall Street shake in its boots."


"the line of demarcation is between the robbers and the robbed, no matter whether the wronged be the friendless widow, the skilled white mechanic or the ignorant black. Capital is no respecter of persons and it is the very nature of things a sheer impossibility to degrade one class without degrading all."


Ignored the question of black workers, with a lot of racism and fear of unskilled hordes. Racism appears as common feature of unionism. Blacks are "too degraded" to stand with white workers, will collapse, will settle for a lower standard of living, etc. Mistaken sense of self-interest.
 and also set up no administration--Sylvis absent due to illness


1867--National Convention in Chicago and Sylvis was elected as president--went with Richard Trevellick, from Detroit, of the Ship Caulkers and Carpenters Union, on 3-month tour of the south. their energies created enthusiasm at State levels, with new locals and members and per capita


Sylvis: "Negroes are four million strong and a greater proportion of them labor with their hands than can be counted from the same number of any people on earth. Can we afford to reject their preferred co-operation and make them enemies?. . .So capitalists north and south would foment discord between the blacks and whites and hurl one against the other as interest and occasion might require to maintain their ascendancy and continue their reign of oppression."


1868--NLU convention again made no mention of black workers


1869--Sylvis died at age 41, no money to bury him, but NLU convention was a testament to him--nine of the 142 delegates were black, and a resolution passed that the NLU was open to all color and both sexes. Isaac Meyers, a black delegate from the Colored Caulkers Trade Union in Baltimore, made a great speech on "divide and conquer"

THEME: separate unions for blacks and whites. cf Phil Randolph

Also lost Sylvis' emphasis on union organization, workplace power--authorized National Labor Reform Party and entry into Presidential campaign in 1872 on platform of currency reform and by 1872, only 7 delegates attended the national convention.


1868--Congress passed the 8-hour law, first improvement since the 1840 ten-hour legislation. If you knocked off two hours every 28 years, we would work not at all. But issue raged until 1873 over 20% reduction in wages. Carried over to private industry, though there was always a problem with enforcement


The gestation period [for the DOL] had been a long one. It began after the Civil War when William Sylvis, the most important labor leader of his day, advocated the creation of a Department of Labor. He protested that existing government departments threw their protective arms around every enterprise fostering wealth, while no department had as its "sole object the care and protection of labor." He and his followers petitioned President Andrew Johnson for a Secretary of Labor, chosen from the ranks of workingmen, to be labor's voice in the Cabinet.


ADVANCE \d 4Sylvis' cry for recognition was echoed and reechoed. Between 1864 and 1900, more than 100 bills and resolutions relating to a Department of Labor were introduced in Congress. In 1867, the House of Representatives created a standing committee on labor, marking the first Federal recognition of labor's importance. But the campaign for a national Department of Labor died [temporarily] with the death of Sylvis in 1869. (Jonathan Grossman, on DOL website)

 Unions today are going in the opposite direction.


In California, a petition 22 feet long, with 11,000 signatures was given to the state legislation in support of 8-hour-day legislation-- When nothing happened, unions voted to pick a day and to start working eight hours and the notify employers that they would be expected to abide by the new schedule.


By 1873, capitalists were booming and the economy roared, but with the demise of the NLU, workers were screwed.

Organizing the Coal Fields

With the development of railroads and iron industry, and civilization in towns, coal became valuable commodity--because of its relation to railroads, which both hauled it and used it, the railroad bosses became mine owners, or at least financiers, as part of developing a vertical trust--in colonial times, anthracite was useless for heating homes but in 1808 Jesse Fall of Wilkes-Barre burned it in an open grate and in 1833, Frederick Geisenheimer took out a patent for smelting iron with anthracite in blast furnaces--the coal field was only 120 miles long by 50 miles wide--by 1855, the fields were producing 8 ½ million tons, and more and more shipped by rail rather than by the Schuylkill Canal--Canal--coincided with the potato famines in Ireland, so immigrants rushed to the fields--the worst conditions--company domination and child labor


Some organizing in 1849, when a strike of 2,000 miners, led by John Bates to demand payment in cash--the so-called bates Union faded after one year, followed by a succession of benevolent societies--began the “coffin notes” and occasional assassinations of bosses


Molly McGuires--the myth of the Irish revolutionary--began with organization of Irish miners in anthracite country around Pottsville, PA--20,000 Irish had emigrated in '40's and '50's and 60's--terrible accident on Sept. 6, 1869, in Avondale (Luzene County)--179 miners killed, the Philadelphia and Reading RR, refused to dig alternate shaft as "too costly"--led to expansion of the Workingmens Benevolent Association, led by Irish John Siney, who gave funeral oration:"Men, if you wish to die with your boots on, die for your families, your homes, your country, but no longer consent to die like rats in a trap for those who have no more interest in you than in the pick you dig with."--in The Path I Trod, Terrence Powderly tells of hearing this speech, comparing it to Christ on the Mount, seeing the weeping mothers with their dead children, and vowing to build the movement


Siney had emigrated from England after working in a textile mill and brickyard, where he organized a small union, after his father, a tenant farmer, had left Ireland--came to St. Clair in 1862—
http://www.aohdiv1.com/articles/AOH_coal_miners.htm
http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/USAsiney.htm
http://www.workerseducation.org/crutch/pamphlets/coal/coal_10.html

Had struck in 1868 for 8-hour day and were beaten--22,000 workers in the mines, 5,500 of whom were children, working as breaker boys for $1/week, along with disabled miners--horrible health and safety conditions--30,000 miners eventually joined the W.B.A., which conducted a long strike in late 1869, leading to the first signed contract between a miners union and the coal operators. Complicated sliding scale of wages, based upon price of coal at Elizabethport, NJ, , but did maintain a minimum wage as a floor--when price of coal dropped, this floor helped the workers, so operators decided to break the union.


Also started political activities, so that the PA legislature in 1869 made it legal for workers “to form societies and associations for their mutual aid, benefit and protection. . .”--the same year, a mine inspection bill was passed


Planned for three years to provoke another strike in 1875, taking advantage of the depression. Franklin Gowen, owner of the Philadelphia & Reading Railroad, was bosses' leaders, headed the coal/rail trust called the Anthracite Board of Trade, and violently anti-union, claiming that it hurt the miners and he was their friend--companies could afford wages but wanted to bust the Miners & Laborers Benevolent Association. John Siney promoted conciliation and arbitration, the "respectability of unionism"--Gowen had migrated to Pottsville, became a barrister, took a job as a lawyer for the railroad and, after winning a court case against the Pennsy RR, he became president of the Reading--created a monopoly, including ownership of many mines, deflecting all attacks on him by raising the specter of the Mollies


A.O.H. became shadow local, made up of more radical miners--would rather strike than suffer wage cuts. Gowen hired the Pinkerton Agency in 1873, to infiltrate the AOH, claiming it was the Molly McGuires, Communists and Communard--gave Alan Pinkerton $100,000, and James McParland arrived in camps, paid $12/week--went around for two years trying to find evidence of conspiracy-Pinkerton, ironically, was a political refugee after being arrested for involvement in the Chartist movement in Scotland in 1842--came to Dundee, IL, he became a deputy sheriff and, in 1850, opened one of the country’s first detective agencies--by 1873, the Panic almost put him out of business and the fee from Gowen saved him--McParland had been a worker after emigrating from Belfast, but found the $12/week salary for industrial espionage attractive-ingratiated himself into the miners community and became an officer of the AOH--on June 3, after six months on strike, McParland led a group of 300 miners with two pistols tucked in his belt and a bulldog by his side, in a confrontation with scabs and mine police--

THEME: first use of labor spies, a tradition which continues to present More difficult is employer appearing to do workers a favor by infiltrating, as in drug deals today

Then, Gowen provoked a strike in late 1874 by cutting wages 20% for miners and by 10% for laborers, and eliminated the minimum wage floor so that prices could drop--the Miners Journal remarked that breaking the union, and not wages, was the critical point of the forced strike--and on January 1, 1875, the M&LBA struck--Gowen had created the Schuylkill Coal Exchange, a coalition of independent producers, stockpiled coal and created a network of labor spies--several mine leaders assassinated by "Modocs," and Coal and Iron Police--also called on state militia. Heroic efforts by strikers during strike which lasted six months--called "the Long Strike of 1875"


When Siney and Xeno Parkes were arrested in Clearfield in May, 1875, a judge ruled that "any agreement, combination or confederation to increase or depress the price of any vendible commodity, whether labor merchandise or anything else, is a conspiracy under the laws of the Co. of Pa.. . .The law is part of the common law which our forefathers brought with them from the mother country {remark British/Irish overtones} and the same law under which the people of the state have lived since William Penn."--they had been picketing mines to persuade a trainload of scabs to leave the area--


Siney said: We have been called agitators; we have been called demagogues because we have counseled our members to try and secure “better wages and contract settlements.”Is it wrong to advance our financial interests? If so, let those who operate our mines and mills and all others abandon the various enterprises in which they are engaged in the pursuit of wealth. It appears to me . . .that that which, if advised by the church, by the press or by the wealthy would be applauded to the heavens, when advised by workingmen consigns them to perdition, or ranks them in the catalogue. . .of mischief makers.” (Quoted Lens, p. 26)


Siney ultimately advocated producers co-ops and union disappeared at the end of the strike, beaten and with no contracts


Trial of the Mollies in 1877--bogus witnesses, fabricated testimony, even the wife of a witness testified that he was lying for  money--hysteria, no popular movement--Hugh McGeehan, Tom Munley, Thomas Duffy, James Carroll, James Boyle and James Roarity were hanged in Pottsville--in Mauch Chunk, four others were hanged on a special scaffold for murders of mine bosses--later in the year four more Mollies were hanged--Black Jack Kehoe was hanged in 1879 for a murder which supposedly took place in 1862--he had been elected constable in Mahanoy Township--ten workers hanged on June 21, 1877, called Pennsylvania’s Day With the Rope--were hanged for allegedly murdering policeman Benjamin Yost of Tamaqua-- Subsequently pardoned in 1980's by governor of PA


Valley of Fear uses anti-union stereotypes in Sherlock Holmes


Depression of 1873-77--3 million unemployed. Estimated that 20% of all workers would never again be employed, 40% of employed workers got 6-7 months/year, 20% working regularly, wages cut 45%, lockouts, yellow-dogs. Newspapers said that those who wanted to work could, except they were content to be "tramps"--compare to the 1929-36 depression. Period of intensive consolidation by trusts, and disappearance of large-scale unionism--union membership dropped from 300,000 to 50,000 as a result of the panic of 1873--more than two-thirds of the 30 national unions disappeared, including the Knights of St. Crispin, which claimed 50,000 members in 1872--so many workers were blacklisted that Robert V. Bruce wrote that “labor organizations. . . turned to secret rituals, handgrips and passwords, met in secret, concealed their membership, their purposes, even their names.” (Quoted in Lens, p. 34)


Ferdinand LaSalle--came to a variant of Marxism in Germany, with iron law of wages, which denigrated simple unionism, but emphasized political action and producers' co-ops, which would allow workers to control and benefit from new technology, and would set standards for production and conditions that private manufacturers would have to match--


Paris Commune--summer, 1871--led to myth of Communards--the petrolesuses (sp?)


Unemployed demonstrations--January 13, 1874, in New York, the mayor was scheduled to address "unemployed parade" in front of City Hall, but withdrew and canceled permit, sending marchers to Tompkins Square, where they were beaten back by cops--one hiding in basement was Sam Gompers (age 22), then a simple cigar maker, and scared him for the rest of his life--often the planning for these demonstrations were led by German refugees, who brought over Bismarck's Code with them (insurance, unemployment, education)--


December 22, 1873--20,000 demonstrate in Chicago for 1)work at "living wage" 2)eight-hour day 3) bread for the needy, clothing for the naked, and houses for the homeless"--demanded $700,000 donated for victims of the Chi fire-


In addition to "the Long Strike of 1875" in coal,  there was a huge strike of textile workers in Fall River. In the fall of 1874, a 10% wage cut, then another at year's end. The Mulespinners revived a small craft union, the women formed the Weavers Protective Association, called on the manufacturers to demand restoration of lost wage scale. Spontaneous strike of 3,000 workers by February, 1875, and after one month on the streets, the bosses agreed to restore the 10%--by summer, they tried to cut back the 10%, and so the workers struck again so by August, every mill was closed in what was called "The Great Vacation"--On Sept. 27, 1875, marched to City Hall and met by the militia; became workers holiday in Fall River--by late fall, the strike was beaten and the unions slipped away.


Election of 1876--Rutherford B. Hayes, put in office with support of railroad trusts. Ended reconstruction and restored former slave owners, and northern capitalists to the south. Opened area for low wage workers, so for more than 100 years, American workers have had a "Dixie problem"--while workers are being shot in north by militia, blacks are being lynched in south--The Commercial Chronicle said that "for the first time since the war, labor is under control."--a major dispute in Hayes’ election was his agreement to withdraw all federal troops from the south, but as Sidney Lens points out, he was also the first president to send federal troops out to break a strike

THE RAILROAD STRIKE OF 1877


The first nation-wide mass strike in US history and the first (except for a minor one in 1834) in which federal troops were used--within six days, ten states mobilized 60,000 militia--the NY Times called it “The Railroad Men’s War”--spread to 14 states, at least 100 people killed by state and federal troops, and hundreds more wounded


Railroad industry was key to country's prosperity, similar to trucking today—industry controlled by a few men, who established vertical trusts based on the Standard Oil model--got rails, then coal, then iron, then steel, which leads to pattern of CIO organizing. Weak craft unions. Railroads hated by all: farmers, small merchants, workers


In 1801, Cornelius Vanderbilt had borrowed $1 from his mother, bought a barge, and started his fortune--eventually used control of a small railroad into Albany to drive down the price of the NY Central and he bought it--watered the stock and took a profit of $6 million in cash and $20 million in stock-


In 1804, Oliver Evans put a steam engine on wheel and drove it over the streets of Philly--in 1818, John Stevens drove an engine over narrow gauged iron rails-- in Hoboken, NJ and in 1829, George Stephenson’s locomotive hauled a 13-ton train at 15 m.p.h. in Manchester


The B&O was the first real railroad, a 13-mile run from Baltimore to Ellicott City--eventually charters were granted for feeder line to connect canals and ports--by 1873, more than 66,000 miles of track had been laid--railroad companies received 200 million acres of free land–the development of the railroad system was a stunning example of corporate welfare: the federal government, which had become a major purchaser and economic influence during the civil War, received huge subsidies, especially of free land that workers had hoped would be opened up for small farming plots in the Midwest--in the first industrial competition, towns paid the railroads to lay tracks through them--eventually, the railroads “farmed the farmers” and became “the cornerstone for industrial feudalism in the last half of the 19th century” (Lens, 39)--no government control


By the 1870s, the railroads had originated the corporate structure, moving even beyond the primitive model of the Boston associates:

I. Large employment–the Pennsylvania Railroad alone employed more than 20,00 workers by the early 1870's

II. Created the limited liability corporation, which protected individuals from responsibility while allowing them to still grab all of the profits

III. Interlocking control–railroad capitalists, bankers

IV. Railroads which were supposedly competing created “pools” to divide up the country into cartels

V. Enormous political power–not only lobbyists but also were willing to brinbg both federal and local political administrations into labor relations, in a military way

VI. By opening up national markets and offering the ability to carry large quantities of commodities long distances efficiently, industrial expansion was encouraged–small local producers now faced national competition, hastening the rise of mass production–workers were sucked in from the outwork system, in which they did part of their work as individuals at home or in small shops, into the enormous and cavernous factories that seem so common today

VII. Railroads themselves created new industries, like steel, to provide construction materials

VIII. The transportation system also stimulated the development of new industries, like mining and petroleum, that exploited natural resources in isolated areas

(All points from Who Built, pp. 693-94))


In 1873 and 1874, there had been a series of strikes--in 12/73, for example, engineers and firemen on the Pennsy struck in Chicago, Cincinnati, Louisville, Columbus, Indianapolis and other small towns --note the location of the strikes moving steadily west--state troops were sent into Denison, OH and into Logansport, IN--three months later, at Susquehanna Depot, PA, workers seized the repair shops and elected a Workingmen’s committee----broken with 1,800 soldiers, with three cannons, were sent from Philly--really demonstrated the power of the workers to shut down a road--as the roads became longer, one blockage would cut off a whole system--enormous power-


Series of spontaneous strikes, built on immediate issues and drawing in whole communities, as an expression of instinctive class solidarity. Real uprisings


June 1, 1877--10% wage cut on Pennsy RR, followed years of decreasing standards--long trips, no money, no expenses, so strike started in Baltimore on July 16, 1877,  the very day when the Mollies were hanged not 150 miles away--started by the firemen and other crafts, as well as unorganized unskilled workers, joined in--in Newark, NJ, a division of the Engineers held a protest meeting against the cut and voted to strike, even though the national leaders had swallowed the cut--the Engineers proposed a complete reorganization of the rail work system: opposed assigning crews on the basis of first in, since workers had no time off; they also wanted regular runs/hours to stabilize the pay schedules; passes home in case of long layovers--the grievance committees were bluffed by Tom Scott, the pres of the Pennsy


The railroad workers then tried to organize a Trainmans Union, with all workers except the engineers (conductors, firemen, brakemen, switchmen) because the skilled engineers usually bargained successfully for themselves,  and wanted to organize nationally, rather than line-by-line, where the bosses could play them off against each other--the first stirring of industrial unionism in a craft-ridden industry--goal was to organize 3/4 of all workers on each line and then strike--but the spies permitted workers to be fired within four days after this new organization started--by June 24, workers had fanned out to call a general strike but were unsuccessful since there was no leadership or strategy: the simple hope for spontaneous action was clearly no match for the organized strength, and military power, of the bosses--


On July 11, John W. Garrett, president of the B & O, had announced to the BdofDir a 10% wage cut, following a similar cut in November, 1876-- 40 workers on B & O stopped work at Camden Yards, then families marched in from nearby housing--John King, Jr, the B & O VP, and (Garret’s son-in-law) was prepared for a strike, and led a group of scabs, supervisors and 40 Baltimore cops, to Camden Yards, where trains had been abandoned--got the trains running again briefly 


Strike quickly jumped and 1,500 strikers and friends in Martinsburg WVA, a city of only 8,000 with a small police force, seized the depot, stopped all freight trains, including a smelly cattle train, allowing the mail and passengers to proceed. --led by an engineer named Richard M. Zepp, the strikers uncoupled the locomotives and ran them back into the roundhouse--cops refused orders to arrest strikers-- anecdote of Engineer Bedford's wife--announced that no other trains would run until pay cut was rescinded--the mayor threatens to arrest the strike leaders and was booed-- 


In Strike, Brecher quotes “labor historian Robert Bruce,” who answers the question: what made Martinsburg different? Bruce claims that a conventional strike would have lasted only as long as the time it took for scabs to be recruited, but in Martinsburg, the town so passionately supported the strike that they collectively resisted scabs, state militia and even federal troops-


That night, John King calls on PA Gov Henry M. Matthews, who dispatched a group called the Berkeley Light Guards “to prevent obstruction of the trains”--Mathews demanded a company “in which there are no men unwilling to suppress the riots and execute the law.”(Brecher, 15)--arrived by 9 a.m. and tried to start a train with scab engineers--as the train was leaving, a soldier noticed that a switch was set to derail the train and, as he tried to jump off and change it, he got into a shoot-out with a striker named William P. Vandergriff, who was shot, had his arm amputated and died nine days later--the shooting so scared the troops and the scabs that they fled the train and the colonel sent home the Light Brigade--quickly, 70 trains, with 1,200 freight cars are held back--workers come down from Williamsport, MD, to join the picketers--at Grafton, railroad firemen slipped bolts and cut pump hoses between tenders and locomotives


Gov. Mathews wired Pres. Hayes for federal troops, even though Hayes’ campaign pledge was “My policy is trust, peace and put aside the bayonet”--applied only to slave owners and not to workers, and he sent two companies of artillery and promised three more--first time federal troops used against workers in peacetime--turned arrangements over to the Secretary of War--


The NY Times stated: The great trouble. . .is that people along the line of the road are thoroughly in sympathy with the strikers, and the military cannot be depended upon to act against them in an emergency (quoted in Lens, 33)--claimed the strikers were “in absolute control” in Martinsburg, and in other towns like Wheeling, Keyser and Parkersburg--the Philly Inquirer claimed that the malcontents “have practically raised the standard of the [Paris] Commune in free America”--Allen Pinkerton called it “a conspiracy hatched by Karl Marx’s International. . .the direct result of the communist spirit spread throughout the ranks of railroad employees by communistic leaders and their teachings. When they were fairly begun, the communists commenced to grow bold and fairly defiant, and showed their hands; and when the strikes were well under way, every act of lawlessness that was done was committed by them.” (Quoted in Lens, p. 35)


July 19, 1877--300 riflemen assembled in Baltimore and Washington arrived in Martinsburg, with two artillery pieces and a Gatling gun--to test the strike, the riflemen were sent on two trains, one east to Baltimore, the other west to Cumberland--riding as the fireman on freight #423 going west was George Zepp, big scab, and brother of Richard Zepp--so families fall apart!--both trains arrived so on July 20, the B & O tried to run 16 more--ran into trouble in Cumberland, an area of high unemployment and discontent--15 trains were stopped there by groups of workers, who also surrounded the mayor’s house when a couple of strikers were arrested--with each incident, the B & O demanded that more troops be sent-- hundreds of employed a striking boatmen on the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal lay in ambush at St. John’s Run to stone a freight train that had broken the Martinsburg blockade--a similar group swarmed a train at Cumberland--by July 19 (four days after the strike started) the 300 federal troops in Martinsburg had pried the town open so these action in the surrounding countryside were critical--at Keyser, WVA, a group ran a train on to a side track and forced the crew to get off, while US troops stood by helplessly--joined by miners, who blockaded the line at Keyser (Brecher, p 19-20)


Gov. John Lee Carroll of MD complied and decided to send troops from Baltimore to Cumberland to avoid fraternization--the leader of the railroad strikers in Baltimore, however, stated: ”The working people everywhere are with us. They know what it is like to bring up a family on 90 cents a day, to live on beans and corn meal week in and week out, to run in debt at the stores until you cannot get trusted any longer, to see the wife breaking down under privation and distress, and the children growing up sharp and fierce like wolves day after day because they don’t get enough to eat” (Philadelphia Inquirer, 7/23/1877, quoted in Bruce, who is quoted in Brecher) --called out the 5th Regiment of the MD National Guard, who assembled at the Armory and began to march down Howard Street to Camden Yards--at this time, Baltimore had about 125,000 factory workers, plus a large number of unemployed, and an alarm which rang throughout the city caused many to assemble at Camden Yards--the crowd was described as “a rough element eager for disturbance; a proportion of mechanics either out of work or upon inadequate pay, whose sullen hearts rankled; and muttering and murmuring gangs of boys, almost outlaws, and ripe for any sort of disturbance”(Baltimore Evening Bulletin, 7/21/1877, quoted in Bruce)--refused to allow the soldiers to board trains--at the 6th regiment Armory on Front Street, a larger crowd had gathered and at 8:15 p.m., after the trains had been delayed for more than 3 hours, the troops began firing on the workers--soldiers moved out on to Baltimore Street, at foot of Calvert Street, and a number of workers were killed: a 15-year old newsboy, an Irish tinner was shot in the stomach, the registrar of voters in the Fifth Ward was killed with a bullet through the head--, a 16-year old, an “arabber,” many of whom were not involved with the strike--at Camden yards, now 15,000 workers were gathered--tried to burn the station--the next day, President Hayes sent in more federal troops--13 killed and hundreds wounded-


Strike began to spread--in Newark, OH, workers stopped all B & O freights, so OH gov sent out four companies of militia--in Hornellsville, NY, a discharged engineer named Barney Donohue began to encourage workers to shut down Pennsy RR passenger trains--the NY Gov was a Pennsy RR Director, and only to eager to send out 600 militiamen, who immediately began to fraternize with the strikers--


On July 16, the Pennsy RR announced, in effect, a stretch out: trains would now have two engines, a “doubleheader,” pulling twice as many cars, but with only one crew on conductors and brakemen, a 50% layoff--engineers also forced to take a 10% wage cut--on July 19, bosses did not suspect trouble but when workers read in the morning papers about the strike in Martinsburg, a flagman named August Harris proclaimed that he would not work the doubleheader leaving Pittsburgh at 8:40 a.m.--the rest of Harris’ crew joined him, as did another 25 workers who were asked to take their place--eventually, the crowd of more than 100 took control of a vital switch at the 28th Street Yards and closed up the line--joined by workers from a nearby iron factory, as well as unemployed workers and teen-agers--city of Pittsburgh hated the Pennsy--in 1875, puddlers in the mills had struck for four months against  a 25% wage decrease--the mayor had been elected with a “labor” vote and refused to send police, partly because half of the force had been laid off in an economy measure--strikers and militia pledged to work together to support the strike--held up 2,000 freight cars in Pittsburgh--


In Pittsburgh, strikers stormed rail yards, so President of Pensy urged giving them "a rifle diet for a few days and see how they like that kind of bread."--called on Philly militia, who killed 20, wounded 29, as they marched out of station. workers poured into the city, so militia retreated to roundhouse, which was torched by strikers at night--worse fighting than during the Civil War--papers claimed it was a Communist conspiracy. "Pittsburgh Sacked. The City is in the Hands of a Howling Mob"--"insurrection, revolution, an attempt of communists and vagabonds to coerce society, an effort to undermine American institutions."


On the July 18, companies of the 1st Division of the National Guard were sent from Philly and arrived, after being stoned in Harrisburg, Johnstown and Altoona--began marching four abreast up the track, following 17 deputy sheriffs with warrants for 11 strike leaders--met a crowd of 15-20,000 strikers/supporters--after being taunted “Shoot, you sons of bitches,” the Guardsmen did and 20 workers were immediately killed--created a citywide movement “to fight the Pennsylvania railroad and to send every damned Philadelphia soldier. . .home in a box.” (Quoted Lens, p 48)--bands of workers invaded gun shops for weapons and almost got 36,000 weapons from the Allegheny Arsenal of the US Army--the soldiers retreated into a roundhouse at 26th and Liberty and the strikers  set railroad cars on fire and sent them into the roundhouse--at 2 a.m., as strikers aimed a stolen cannon at the roundhouse, the troops fired again, killing 11 more--then workers set fire to cars of whiskey and sent them into the roundhouse, which was burned by 8 a.m.--by Monday, July 20, four locomotives and 2,152 railroad cars had been burned, a value of more than $ 5 million--general rioting and looting and burning, a kind of civic festival--the Commune scare was once again raised by the newspapers--


The Gov of PA mobilized 10,000 guardsmen, Pres Hayes sent in 3,000 federal troops and the strike still spread--on July 23, six strikers were killed in Reading, PA, which was under Gowen’s control, and for two weeks, the PA Gov traveled across the state, often by wagon because no trains were available, to suppress the strike--Pres Hayes met daily with cabinet--on July 25, Hayes threatened to impose martial law--the nation editorialized that “the right to seize other people’s  property and to prevent other men from selling their labor on terms satisfactory to themselves is denied by the law of every civilized country. Common sense does not allow parleying over that fallacy, but insists that it be refuted with gunpowder. . .” (Quoted Lens, 49)


Eventually, the strike hurt William Vanderbilt’s NY Central, and eventually hit the Central  Pacific in CA--still basically spontaneous and unorganized, a tremendous upsurge and response to lousy conditions--the existing railroad unions were really just fraternal organizations--the BLE had  lost strikes at the Boston & Maine (February, 1877) and at the Reading, so it had no treasury and took no part in this strike--the Workingmen’s Party tried to coordinate strike and support efforts--at its meetings in Boston, Cincinnati,  Philly, NYC, San Fran, Patterson and Newark, NJ, and Brooklyn, the party also urged public ownership of telegraphs and railroads, the 8-hour day and elimination of conspiracy laws against unions--in Chicago, the radicals held public meetings, featuring a young communist named Albert R. Parsons, who urged both spreading the strike and non-violence--”If the proprietor has the right to fix the rates and say what labor is worth, then we are bound hand and foot, slaves, and we should be perfectly happy; content with a bowl of rice and a rat a week. . .” (Quoted Lens, p. 51)


On July 23, 40 switchmen of the Michigan central walked off, and on July 24, they ran through the railroad shops to spread the strike--Parsons was called in by Mayor Monroe Heath and warned that the Board of trade wanted to hang him from a lamp post--prophetic--the Board of Trade recruited 500 men, many of them Civil war veterans, as a private deputies and Phil Sheridan was recalled from fighting Sioux to quell strikers and his calvary killed 12 and wounded 40--by the 26/27 of July, Chicago was a battlefield--eventually patrolled by 10,000 “specials, and a struggle at the Halstead Ave viaduct left another 12 workers dead--on Saturday, July 26, the first train left Chicago under military guard--


After two weeks, the strike basically collapsed without leadership or goals--a defensive strike by late summer, on some lines, the 10% wage cut was rescinded to avoid a strike--William Vanderbilt, president of NYCentral, also offered 25% wage increase and distributed $100,000 in relief payments in New York City.


Across the country, the strikes were gradually broken--role of International Workingmen's Party, to raise support funds, but were leftovers Lasalleans, who had avoided unionism. Proved need for strong federal role in labor relations, bigger militia, armories strategically placed.


Followed by terrible blacklists and wrecking of the unions. 


Gene Debs, a young man of 22, who would lead the next great railroad strike, had worked in the rail unions, proclaimed at  the national convention of the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen :"A strike at this time signifies anarchy and revolution, and the one of a few days ago will never be blotted  from the records of memory." The president of the Vandalia RR, praised his speech, confirming Debs' opinion that industrial strife was unnecessary, all railroad owners were good, if momentarily misguided, men.


CIGARMAKERS STRIKE OF 1877

While the railroad strikes are more spectacular, the development of the Cigarmakers Union was typical of craft unionism, tinged with political radicalism, and the unionizing of this industry in the 1870s brought to leadership a young Jewish immigrant from England who was to become, for better or worse, an enduring and famous union leader, Samuel Gompers

In his autobiography,  Seventy Years of Life and Labor, Gompers described the cigar industry--the industry had developed from individual cigarmakers, who sold directly to the public--with a small amount of capital, a cigar maker could become a boss but, during the Civil war, the government put an internal revenue tax on cigar work, bonded factories [don’t really understand this--see Gompers, p.38) and drove the small operators out of business--in the 1860's and 70's, the owners provide stock to cigarmakers, demanding a deposit of double the value of the tobacco, and then the work was taken to the tenements and completed cigars were brought back to the storehouse--often, the owner would claim that the cigars were defective, so the individual cigar maker would try to sell them, at a cheap price, to saloon-keepers, bakers, butchers or grocers, who would re-sell them--


with more stringent laws, this “turn-in-job” was eliminated and the factory system was established in the cigar industry--used molds and fillers so that unskilled workers could create cigars--then the bosses bought up blocks of tenements, rented space to workers and their families, who paid rent, bought supplies, furnished their own tools and were paid either in scrip or in supplies from a company store, which was located on the ground floor of the tenement--destroyed the industry and the union--whole families worked around the clock, including children--called “bunch-brakers,” and the Cigarmakers Union bylaws prohibited working with them--in 1873, the whole International Union had only 3,773 members--


In 1872, Adolph Strasser became a member “of our little Local 15,” which had 46 members--a Hungarian by birth, Strasser had only recently come to NYC, and was active in the International Workingmens Association--organized English, German and Bohemian sections--joined with other craft locals (wood carvers, fresco painters, typos, bootmakers, upholsterers) 


In 1875, the leaders called a meeting to try to reorganize the union, whose membership had fallen to 1200 but a strike in 1875 dropped the membership to 500--”However our craft had not suffered as seriously as the building trades which were turning to secret organization as their only defense.”(Gompers, 45)--unions, including the NLU,  turned to politics and endorsed Peter Cooper as presidential candidate on the Independent party, promoting the repeal of the Specie Payment Act but Gompers remarks “In the years that followed I learned that cheap money was not the answer to labor or financial problems.” (45)--while Gompers went to meetings where he heard Peter McGuire propose a co-op movement, he also saw the state legislature begin to eliminate all worker protection laws, and so became convinced of the “economic work” of the unions-- membership by 1876 had dropped to almost nothing, as two-thirds of the shops closed, the city eliminated public works programs--so there were massive demonstrations of the unemployed--”We tried to organize discontent for constructive purposes”--Inspired by the railroad strike: ”Made desperate by this accumulation of miseries, without organizations strong enough to conduct a successful strike, the railway workers rebelled. Their rebellion was a declaration of protest in the name of American manhood against conditions that nullified the rights of American citizens. The railroad strike of 1877 was a tocsin that sounded a ringing message of hope to all of us.”(47)--inspired (inflamed?) by the railroad strike, the Cigarmakers struck the DeBerry  factory with a demand for higher wages, and after five weeks, were successful, leading to other short strikes and an enormous increase in membership--went to the International Convention in Rochester to propose “out-of-work, sick and traveling benefits” to be provided by the union--


When he returned, in July, 1877, the tenement workers, whom Gompers scorned for never being involved with the union, poured out of their rooms on strike--eventually, union shops quit and then the operators locked out everyone else--Gompers began to create a strike fund by requesting donations from around the country, a movement which led to new locals of the cigar makers among the members of the trade who met to develop strike support plans--eventually, the union‘s welfare programs (commissary, medical care, rent payments) dried up for lack of funds, and in October, Straiton & Storm evicted workers from ten tenements--a catastrophe!--then the union made an offer to a boss named M.M. Smith, whose factory had shut down, that the union open a temporary shop, which employed 2,400 workers--Gompers was the “plant manager,” at a significant reduction in pay--eventually, by the end of 1877, the strike crumbled and the workers returned where they could--Gompers was blacklisted for four months, and tells of “my brave wife {who{ prepared a soup out of water, salt, pepper and flour.”--eventually, he found work at a small factory and in 1877, Strasser was elected President of the union and it began informal bargaining with a manufacturers in Manhattan--


“Trade agreements were made early in the cigar industry. The procedure was very simple. Our union drew up a bill of prices and submitted it to the employer. If he accepted, the transaction was complete; if he refused, we undertook to negotiate an agreement. If we failed, a strike or lockout resulted.”(53)


In one key moment, at the Convention in September, 1880, a delegate proposed: “No local union shall permit the rejection of an applicant for membership on account of sex, color or system of work”--Gompers remarks that this debate held up the convention for three days until he proposed a compromise: allow each question of work to “be left to the discretion of local unions.” --sets the pattern for the refusal of craft unions to deal with racism/sexism, using the concealment of union “democracy,” at a time when the Cigarmakers eliminated from 1896-1912, the annual union conventions, allow leadership actions and referenda to set policy


Period also saw rise of Greenback-Labor Parties--Gompers remarks that the “goldbugs” like Jay Cooke had gotten control of the economy and caused the Panic of 1873--got 1 million votes in Congressional elections of 1878, electing fifteen workers--pulled workers into currency question. At this time, there were still a lot of schemes to free workers from bosses. Private ownership was still more hotly debated as ability of workers to ascend to capitalist or farmer status, decreases--in 1878, Terrence V. Powderly, a name soon to acquire nation-wide recognition, was elected mayor of Scranton on the Greenback ticket

CLASS DEBATE
developed 5/99


After the Civil War, the workers were faced with a question of how to organize so that their organizations would survive the obstacles that we have discussed (Boss opposition, depressions, ethnic divisions, etc.)  Here are three issues that they dealt with:


RESOLVED

1) that unskilled workers do not have the strength to maintain a union, so skilled workers should organize on their own, separate and independent, if unionism is to survive


2) That union work is becoming so complicated that it can only be carried out by a group of skilled full-time professionals, who should be well-paid for their efforts


3) that blacks and white can never work together and should not be allowed in the same workplaces or unions
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