THIS MONTH IN LABOR HISTORY

BY: CLARENCE BUCHHOLZ, FINANCIAL SECRETARY

LET US REMEMBER PAST EVENTS AND SACRIFICES OF WORKING PEOPLE THAT OCCURRED DURING THE MONTH OF APRIL.

April 1, 1946

A strike by 400,000 mine workers in the U.S. began. U.S. troops were ordered to seize the railroads and coal mines the following month.

April 1, 1963

The longest newspaper strike in U.S. history ended. The 9 major newspapers in New York had ceased publication over 100 days earlier.

April 8, 1952

Then-President Truman ordered the U.S. Army to seize the nation’s steel mills to avert a strike. The Supreme Court ruled the act to be illegal on June 2nd. 

April 17, 1905

The Supreme Court held that a maximum hours law for New York bakery workers was unconstitutional under the due process clause of the 14th amendment.


April 18, 1912

The National Guard was called out against striking West Virginia coal miners.

April 20, 1914

In Ludlow Colorado, striking miners and their families were attacked by thugs and company guards sworn into the Colorado State Militia just for the attack. During the attack over 40 men, women, and children were killed. (This month’s featured article).
April 28, 1989

The first “Workers Memorial Day” was observed in 1989. Decades of struggle by workers and their Unions have resulted in significant improvements in working conditions. But the toll of workplace injuries, illnesses and deaths remains enormous. “Mourn for the dead, fight like hell for the living.” 

April 29, 1899

When their demand that only union men be employed was refused, members of the Western Federation of Miners dynamited the $250,000 mill of the Bunker Hill Company at Wardner, Idaho, completely destroying it. Then-President McKinley responded by sending in U.S. Army soldiers with orders to round up thousands of miners and confine them in specially built “bullpens.”

April 20, 1914, the day of the “Ludlow Massacre.” 

In southern Colorado, in the early 1900’s, the Colorado Fuel and Iron Company (CF&I), owned by John D. Rockefeller, and the smaller mining companies that followed its lead manipulated the economic, political, and social life of the miners they employed. For years the miners were stripped of their liberties and robbed of portions of their earnings, subjected to ruthless persecution and abuse, and reduced to a state of serfdom. The companies set up company towns and determined who could sell food and drink, who would teach and what they would teach in the schools, who would minister in the churches, sit as election judges, and serve as town and county officials. The companies suppressed free speech, free press, and free assembly.

In the summer of 1913 the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA) began to organize the southern Colorado miners. Late in August, Union representatives asked coal operators to meet and discuss the miner’s grievances. The miners wanted (1) Union recognition; (2) a 10 percent pay increase; (3) an eight-hour workday; (4) pay for work that did not immediately result in mined coal; (5) the right to elect check weigh-men to verify the weight of mined coal; (6) the right to trade and board anywhere and go to any doctor; (7) abolition of armed mine guards; and (8) enforcement of Colorado mining laws. It was no surprise when the Union’s request to meet was ignored. 

On September 15, 1913, southern Colorado coal miners including those at CF&I-went on strike. More than eight thousand miners and their families left the company-owned and controlled towns and settled in open tent colonies provided by the Union. The Ludlow colony was by far the largest and housed an estimated one thousand men, women, and children. 
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In early October violence began when a guard employed by CF&I was killed. A few days after this incident mine guards and company agents (hired gunmen from the Baldwin-Felts Detective Agency) attacked the tent colony, the attack left one miner dead. The coal operators did not reply to the Union’s request to end any further violence. The miner’s angry and afraid, began to arm themselves.

On October 26, the striking miners learned that a heavily armed force comprising of the county sheriff, agents (gunmen) of the Badwin-Felts agency, mine guards, and some local militiamen, were traveling to Ludlow by train. The miner’s, determined to stop the train attacked it about a mile south of Ludlow. They killed the engineer and forced the train, with all aboard, to retreat. 

Colorado Governor Elias Ammons mobilized the National Guard on October 28. The troops were ordered to protect property and workers and they were not to help bring in strikebreakers. Also, strikers and guards alike were to surrender their arms. The strikers turned over their arms reluctantly, and that reluctance was later justified. The mine guards and hired gunmen also turned over their arms. However, many of them upon being deprived of their weapons and at the urging of company bosses enlisted in the National Guard. 

A few weeks later, giving in to political pressure Governor Ammons declared martial law. Strikers were arrested, merely on suspicion, and kept locked up and not allowed to communicate with anyone. In February 1914, after numerous complaints the United States House of Representatives directed its Committee on Mines and Mining to investigate conditions in Colorado. 
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An investigating committee visited the area and during the investigation that followed no serious confrontations occurred, but frequent insignificant clashes intensified the bitterness and hatred. Soon after the committee returned to Washington, Governor Ammons withdrew most of the National Guard. A troop of thirty-five guardsmen remained and they were camped just above Ludlow Station. However, this was a new troop of cavalry (Troop A) and it was formed by National Guard officers and mine owners. It was made up of mine guards, pit bosses, mine superintendents, and mine clerks. The mine operators paid them, except when actually serving as National Guardsmen. Therefore, by April 20th, the Colorado National Guard no longer offered even a pretense of impartiality or fairness. The unit in the field at Ludlow had degenerated into a force of professional gunmen and thugs…subservient to the will of the mine owners. 

Monday morning, April 20, 1914, the National Guardsmen in the hills overlooking the Ludlow tent colony opened fire with a machine gun and rifles. The striking miners fired back with the few weapons they had while many women and children fled in terror to the hills. Some women and children in a desperate attempt to escape the intense gunfire took refuge in storage pits dug beneath the tents. One of the strike leaders, Louis Tikas, attempted to discuss a truce with the guardsmen, he was lured up into the hills were he was beaten and then shot to death by several guardsmen. The gun battle raged all day, but near dusk the guardsmen overran the out-gunned strikers. The guardsmen looted the tents and then doused them with kerosene and set them afire. 

Over 40 striking miners and their family members were murdered. Among them were the smothered remains of eleven children and two women found the following day in a pit that was under a tent. 
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The news of the massacre spread quickly all over the country. In Denver, the United Mine Workers issued a “Call to Arms.” In Colorado Springs three hundred Union miners walked off their jobs and headed for the Ludlow area, carrying revolvers, rifles, and shotguns. 

In Trinidad (near Ludlow) miners attended a funeral service for those that died at Ludlow. Then they walked from the funeral to a nearby building, where arms were stored. After picking up rifles and explosives they moved into the hills, destroying mines, killing mine guards, and exploding mine shafts. The press reported that “the hills in every direction seem suddenly to be alive with men.”

Meanwhile in Denver five thousand people demonstrated in the pouring rain on the lawn in front of the state capital, demanding that the National Guard officers at Ludlow be tried for murder and denouncing the governor as an accessory.

Governor Ammons asked the president for federal troops to restore order, and on April 30th, Woodrow Wilson complied with his request. With the arrival of federal troops the strike diminished. Congressional committees arrived and took thousands of pages of testimony. The Union would wait many more years before gaining recognition. And scores of miners and their leaders were arrested and blackballed from the coal industry. However, not one National Guardsman, or mine guard, or mine owner was ever indicted or punished for their actions in the Ludlow Massacre. 

A monument erected by the UMWA stands today in Ludlow, Colorado in remembrance of the brave men, women, and children who died for freedom and human dignity. 
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