THIS MONTH IN LABOR HISTORY

BY: CLARENCE BUCHHOLZ, FINANCIAL SECRETARY, USWA LOCAL 8031

July 2004

LET US REMEMBER PAST EVENTS AND SACRIFICES OF WORKING PEOPLE THAT OCCURRED DURING THE MONTH OF JULY.
July 3, 1835

Children employed in the silk mills in Paterson, New Jersey went on strike for the 11-hour workday/6-day work week. 

July 5, 1893

During a strike against the Pullman Palace Car Company, which had drastically reduced wages, angry strikers and supporters of the strike converged on the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago’s Jackson Park where they set several buildings on fire, seven were reduced to ashes. 

Over the next five days the striking railroad workers fought in the streets with police and also burned several railroad cars. On July 10th approximately 14,000 federal troops arrived and ended the strike. 

July 6, 1892

At the Carnegie steel mill in Homestead Pennsylvania, Pinkerton Guards, while trying to occupy the plant, met determined resistance from the strikers as they approached. The Pinkerton Guards opened fire and during the ensuing battle seven strikers and three guards were shot to death. (This month’s featured article).

July 11, 1892
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Miners on strike against the Frisco Mill in Coeur D’Alene, Idaho, attacked the mine and dynamited the buildings occupied by Pinkerton Guards, leaving them in ruins. 

July 12, 1917

At Bisbee, Arizona, workers were on strike against several local copper mines. Their demands included improvements to safety and working conditions, an end to discrimination against labor organizations, an end to unequal treatment of foreign and minority workers, and the institution of a fair wage system; these demands were unmet.

The mine owners responded by hiring strikebreakers, recruiting vigilantes, and enlisting the aid of the sheriff. In the early morning hours of July 12th after seizing the Western Union telegraph office in order to cut off outside-communication, several thousand vigilantes and strikebreakers led by Sheriff Harry Wheeler, swept through the town of Bisbee and took into custody over 1,200 men who were strikers or suspected of supporting the strike. They were loaded into manure-laden boxcars and “deported” to the New Mexico desert. 

The incident was investigated months later by a Federal Mediation Commission set up by then-President Woodrow Wilson; the Commission found that no federal law applied, and referred the case to the State of Arizona. The state failed to take any action, citing patriotism and support for the war as justification for the action taken against the strikers.

July 14, 1877

A general strike halted the movement of U.S. railroads. In the following days, striking railroad workers across the United States clashed with strikebreakers and police. The next week, federal troops were called out to force an end to the nationwide strike. In Chicago at what would become known as the “Battle of the Viaduct,” troops (recently returned from an Indian massacre) attacked unarmed strikers, killing 30 strikers and wounding over 100 more.

July 16, 1934
In San Francisco, California, the newly formed International Longshoremen’s Association (ILA) was on strike. The strike began May 9th, after a fact-finding commission appointed by then-President Roosevelt, failed to reach an agreement with the waterfront employers and the union.

The union’s demands included full recognition of the union, a union-controlled hiring hall to replace the shape-up (also known as a “Blue Book” union that was organized and ran by gang bosses), a raise in pay from $.85 to $1.30/hr., a 40-hour workweek, and a coast-wide agreement covering all US ports. The employers refused to deal with the ILA citing that they were communist-dominated.
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On July 5th, strikers and the police clashed; the striking longshoremen traded insults with police and the police began throwing tear-gas grenades at the strikers. The strikers responded by hurling bricks back at the police. The police then charged the strikers and began clubbing and fighting with them. As the fighting continued a few policemen drew their revolvers and one of them shouted, “let them have it.” Shots immediately rang out as the police opened fire on the unarmed men. When the shooting ended, two lay dead and several others were wounded. The event became known as “bloody Thursday.” 

The Governor declared a state of riot and called out the National Guard to put down the strike. As armed troops occupied the waterfront the ILA called for a city-wide general strike. Union after union voted to join the general strike and on the morning of July 16th, approximately 130,000 workers laid down their tools and began the general strike. The city came to a virtual stop, no streetcars ran, no delivery trucks rumbled down the streets, and taxis remained in their garages. Machinists, boilermakers, and welders didn’t show up for work and the factories were silent. Building-trades stayed away from job sites and most stores closed because butchers, cleaners, cooks, waiters, barbers, auto mechanics and other workers just didn’t show up. 
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As more troops and tanks appeared on the waterfront, workers and their families filled the streets and a holiday mood was in the air. There was no violence that day and employers and government officials alike realized with the city at a standstill, who really held power in San Francisco. 

The general strike slowly came to an end over the next few days and labor leaders and the press brought pressure on the employers to arbitrate with the unions, they accepted. Eventually, agreements were reached and the longshoremen won back control of the hiring hall and many of their other demands. 

July 21, 1926

The first union organized radio station, WCFL Chicago: The Voice of Labor, premiered with two hours of music.  The radio station owned and operated by the Chicago Federation of Labor (CFL) was denied a license, but went on the air 

anyway. However, a few years later the Commerce Department agreed to grant WCFL the license. The Voice of Labor stayed on the air until 1978 when it was sold to a Michigan-based company.

July 25, 1890

After a bitter seven-month strike, New York garment workers won the right to unionize. They secured agreements for a closed shop and the firing of all scabs.

July 27, 1918

United Mine Workers labor organizer Albert “Ginger” Goodwin was shot and killed by a hired private policeman outside Cumberland, British Columbia. His murder sparked Canada’s first general strike. 

July 29, 1970

The United Farm Workers forced California grape growers to sign an agreement after a five-year strike.

The Homestead Strike
The late 1800’s were a time of many labor conflicts and an uncertain economy. The workers were determined to keep hard fought gains and were often willing to meet violence with violence. For almost five months in 1892, the Homestead lodges of the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers and the Carnegie Steel Company Limited clashed over contract negotiations in what has become known as “The Homestead Strike.”

The city of Homestead located on the left bank of the Monongahela River, just seven miles east of Pittsburgh was home to the Carnegie Steel Company and considered a union town. In 1889 the union had won a strike and negotiated a three-year contract for a sliding scale wage, which was determined by the fluctuating steel market. The contract was to expire on June 30, 1892 and the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers (the largest union within the American Federation of Labor) sought a new contract with higher wages and an eight-hour work day.

Andrew Carnegie, one of the wealthiest capitalists in American history, owned the plant. He was born in Scotland and immigrated to the United States in 1848. Carnegie claimed to support the working class and unions. However, Carnegie was a hypocrite as his actions and business practices were quite different than his words. 

Carnegie’s general manager at the Homestead plant was Henry C. Frick. Frick was known for his ruthless anti-union policies and was determined to slash wages and break the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers. 
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Carnegie supported Frick’s plans and in the spring of 1892, Carnegie had ordered Frick to produce as much armor plate as possible before the union’s contract expired at the end of June. Shortly after giving this order Carnegie departed for Scotland leaving the notorious Henry Frick with complete managing authority. Carnegie later wrote to Frick from Scotland and instructed him to shut the plant down if the workers did not agree to the pay cut and the dissolution of their union. Carnegie also wrote, “I approve of anything you do,”  “this is your chance to re-organize the whole affair” and, “I am with you to the end.” Carnegie believed the workers would agree to the wage cut and relinquish their union to hold onto their jobs. This would prove to be a severe miscalculation. He then went into seclusion and made himself inaccessible to all…including the press and the Homestead workers…except Frick.

As negotiations continued through late June, Frick offered the employees a pay cut and then said he would not negotiate with the union. Instead he would only negotiate with individual employees. The employees refused this offer insisting they would not negotiate without the union and Frick responded by surrounding the steel mill property with a solid board fence over ten-feet high with gun ports and topped with barbwire. The workers expressed their discontent with Frick’s actions by calling the steel mill “Fort Frick” and by hanging Frick and superintendent J.A. Potter in effigy on the mill property and turning a hose on the men sent by Potter to cut the effigies down. With this event as an excuse, Frick began to shut down the mill on June 28th. By the morning of June 30th, the day the contract with the union expired, the entire work force was locked out.

The union under the leadership of Hugh O’Donnell set up guards around the mill to prevent any “blacksheep or scabs” from entering. Meanwhile, Frick contacted the Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency of New York and requested 300 strike-breaking detectives. The Pinkertons were nothing more than a private army used by industrialists of the era. A mercenary army of thugs and ex-convicts all to willing to do the bidding of the employers; they were hated by all workers, union and non-union alike.
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Sometime after midnight on the early morning of July 6th, unionists stationed along the Monogahela River, several miles from Homestead spotted tugboats pulling barges carrying hundreds of heavily armed Pinkerton’s. A horseman raced to Homestead and quickly spread the alarm. Thousands of unionists and their supporters gathered at the river to meet the approaching barges. 

When Frick’s private army arrived at about 4 A.M., the strikers warned them not to get off the barges. The Pinkerton’s scoffed at them and began disembarking, as they did they opened fire on the crowd and wounded several strikers. The strikers returned fire and under a barrage of fire the Pinkerton’s retreated back to their barges. For the next 14 hours the gun battle raged on. The strikers tossed dynamite at the barges and they even pumped oil into the river and tried to set it on fire. By the time the Pinkerton’s surrendered at the end of the day, three Pinkerton’s and seven unionists were dead. The unionists held them prisoners for about 24 hours and prior to running them out of town, they made them run through a gauntlet formed by the strikers and their families.

Frick was outraged, and he called upon the governor of Pennsylvania to call out the state militia. The governor complied and within a week 8,500 troops armed with the latest rifles and Gatling guns took control of the town and the plant. By November with the union’s treasury empty and with the onset of winter the union called off the strike. 

A very small percentage of strikers returned to work after the union called off the strike, and by this time most of the workers and all of the strike leaders had been blacklisted. Additionally, authorities arrested and charged the strike leaders with murder and 160 other unionists with lesser crimes. However, sympathetic juries refused to convict any of the men. 
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Sympathy for the Homestead workers was high throughout the country. Even the most conservative part of the press condemned Frick for his arbitrary and drastic methods. The press charged him with deliberately provoking a crisis that assumed a national level, given the number of men locked out by Frick’s actions. The Pinkerton’s Frick had hired were thugs and opened fire on the unionists as soon as they came within rifle range and innocent blood was spilled on the banks of the Mononlahela River. 

The hated Henry Frick did not go unscathed. On July 23, 1892, a sympathizer by the name of Alexander “Sasha” Berkman determined to see Frick pay for his crude actions burst into Frick’s office and shot him. Frick was injured but survived and Berkman was overpowered and arrested at the scene. He was later sentenced to 22 years in prison.
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Although the strike failed the determination of working men and women to break the chains of oppression and share in the fruits of their labor would not be denied, only delayed. 

            -Clarence Buchholz, July 1, 2004

Selected Bibliography

U.S. Department of Labor, Brief History of the American Labor Movement, 1976.

Practical History, The Homestead Strike 1892, 2000

Rebecca Edwards, The Homestead Strike, 2000

PBS Online, The Homestead Strike, 1999

Cheri Goldner, The Homestead Strike 1892, 1997

Allen Lutins, Events in U.S. Labor History, Dec. 7, 2003.

The History Place, Child Labor in America, 1998

Emma Goldman, I will kill Frick, 1931

Sweatshop Journal, Now & Then Timeline, 20004

Illinois University, Illinois Labor History, 2002

University of Arizona, The Bisbee Deportation 1917, 2000

Bisbee Daily Review, Bisbee Deportation, July 11, 1917

Sheila Bonnand, Context of the Bisbee Deportation, 1997

Clover Leaf Media, The San Francisco Strike 1934, 1999

Paul Taylor and Norman Gold, San Francisco and the General Strike, June 2004

Andrea Rohde, The Pullman Strike of 1894, Sept. 6, 2000

� EMBED MSPhotoEd.3  ���





� EMBED MSPhotoEd.3  ���





� EMBED MSPhotoEd.3  ���





� EMBED MSPhotoEd.3  ���





� EMBED MSPhotoEd.3  ���





� EMBED MSPhotoEd.3  ���





� EMBED MSPhotoEd.3  ���








2
3

[image: image8.png]


[image: image9.png]


[image: image10.png]THE AIR MUST REMAIN FREE. IT MUST NOT BE HARNESSED, METERED AND METED OUT TO THOSE
‘WHO CAN PAY A BIG PRICE AND EXACT A BIGGER TOLL.




[image: image11.png]


[image: image12.png]


[image: image13.png](Drawing by Charles Mente in Harper's Woekiy,
July 16, 1892)



[image: image14.png]Alexander Berkman's assassination attempt in
Honry Clay Frick's office.

(Drawn by W.P. Snyder for Harper's Weokly,
August 6, 1892)



_1149331799.bin

_1149332583.bin

_1149334863.bin

_1149336405.bin

_1149332724.bin

_1149331910.bin

_1149331123.bin

