THIS MONTH IN LABOR HISTORY

BY: CLARENCE BUCHHOLZ, FINANCIAL SECRETARY, USWA LOCAL 8031

June 2004

LET US REMEMBER PAST EVENTS AND SACRIFICES OF WORKING PEOPLE THAT OCCURRED DURING THE MONTH OF JUNE.
June 3, 1900

The International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union was founded. 

Garment workers were normally forced to work fifteen-hour days, received low wages, no benefits, and worked in appallingly unsafe factories. The ILGWU organized thousands of garment workers and through their collective struggles won improved working conditions and higher pay.

June 3, 1918

The Supreme Court declared unconstitutional a Federal child labor law, enacted in 1916. 

On February 24, 1919 a new child labor law was enacted, but it too was declared unconstitutional, on June 2, 1924. 

Labor Unions worked hard to eliminate the exploitations of children in the workplace and continued to encourage lawmakers to enact legislation banning child labor. However, it would be several more years before a law forbidding the exploitation of children became a reality. (This month’s featured article)
June 8, 1904

The Colorado State Militia was sent to crush a strike by miners at the Dunnville mine, near Cripple Creek, Colorado. The state militia attacked the striking miners and the ensuing battle ended with six union members dead and fifteen taken prisoner. Over the next few days dozens of union members and anyone suspected of supporting the union was arrested without warrants and held without formal charges. Seventy-nine of those arrested were transported to the Kansas border and abandoned. 

June 10, 1963

[image: image1.png]



The Equal Pay Act (EPA), an amendment to the Fair Labor Standards Act was signed into law. The EPA prohibits employers from paying different wages (including most fringe benefits) to women than men for performing the same job in the same establishment. 

June 17, 1903

Mother Jones arrived in Kensington, Pennsylvania where 75,000 textile workers were on strike for more pay and shorter hours. The strikers included approximately 10,000 small children, who Mother Jones says (quote) “came into Union Headquarters, some with their hands off, some with the thumb missing, some with their little fingers off at the knuckle.” Many of them were hardly ten-years old; in Pennsylvania at that time the state law prohibited children from working until they were twelve. 

Mother Jones confronted newspaper reporters asking why they hadn’t published the facts about child labor in Pennsylvania. They said they couldn’t because the mill owners had stock in the papers.
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Outraged that neither city or state officials did anything to stop the employment of underage children in the textile mills, Mother Jones began a “children’s crusade.”  She led a caravan of striking children from the Kensington textile mills to the home of President Theodore Roosevelt at Long Island, New York; she wanted to dramatize the case for abolishing child labor. Although President Roosevelt refused to see her the marchers received national attention and Pennsylvania legislators passed a child-labor law, requiring that a child be a least 14-years of age to work in a factory.

June 19, 1942

Henry Ford and the Ford Motor Company formally recognized the United Auto Workers.

June 22, 1922

At the Lester Strip Mine in Williamson County, Illinois near the town of Herrin, miners were taking part in a nationwide strike called by the United Mine Workers of America. The owner William Lester, noting that the demand of coal was high, due to strike-induced shortages, decided he could make an exceptional profit if he could get his coal to market. 

Refusing to listen to warnings of impending trouble Lester hired fifty professional strikebreakers (scabs) and guards from Chicago. It didn’t take long before the hatred between the striking miners and the strikebreakers reached the boiling point. 

On this hot summer day at 3:30 P.M. approximately one hundred armed miners surrounded the mine and within minutes they began shooting at each other. The miners also used dynamite to destroy draglines, steam shovels, and bulldozers. When it was over 15 striking miners and 21 strikebreakers lay dead. The mine never operated again.

Although six miners were indicted for murder and there were two trials, the juries at both trials acquitted all the defendants. 

June 24, 1880

Agnes Nestor was born in 1880. She was president of the International Glove Workers Union in 1913, and longtime leader of the Chicago Women’s Trade Union League. At the age of 14 she began working in a glove factory, 10 hours a day, 6 days a week.

June 25, 1938
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The Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA), also known as the federal wage and hour law, was signed into law by then-President Franklin Roosevelt. The law is enforced by the Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division and sets the federal minimum wage and overtime requirements. At the time of its signing the FLSA set a minimum wage of $0.25 per hour (it was later increased to $0.40 per hour) and maximum weekly hours at 44 hours (it was later changed to 40 hours). The law also prohibits child labor and requires employers to keep adequate time and payroll records. 

June 27, 1905

The Industrial Workers of the World was founded.

June 29, 1953

The Boilermakers merged with the Brotherhood of Drop Forgers (formerly the International Brotherhood of Blacksmiths) to create the International Brotherhood of Boilermakers, Iron Ship Builders, Blacksmiths, Forgers, and Helpers. 

June 30, 1995

The International Ladies Garment Workers Union changes its name to the Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees (UNITE). Since its transformation, UNITE has lead numerous informational campaigns to bring attention to sweatshops and poor working conditions, particularly in the garment industry. 

CHILD LABOR
Here in America, labor unions fought hard to bring to an end to children working long hours in hazardous conditions. In 1938 the Fair Labor Standards Act was signed into law and with it began the decline of child labor.

Throughout history children have always been used as workers and in most countries (the United States included) it still continues today. The rise of child labor began in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century and continued into the first half of the twentieth-century. Industrialization was a major contributing factor in the increasing number of working children. Families suffering from economically hard times, the enormous arrival of poor immigrants, and laws prohibiting child labor being ignored made it easy to justify exploiting children. Another problem for children was the popular opinion by many politicians, employers, and the wealthy that employment of children of the “lower classes” actually benefited poor families and the community at large.
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By early 1900’s more than two million children in the United States went to work instead of school. They worked in the mines, fields, factories, and in the streets. The working conditions were often horrid and the children, like their parents, worked ten or twelve hours a day, six days a week. Wages were low, with children earning as little as $1 or $2 a week. 

In many cases entire families were hired, the men for heavy labor and the women and children for lighter work. Many of these families also lived in company owned houses, in company owned towns and were often paid with company script or with overpriced goods from the company store. They lived a life completely dominated by their employers.

In mining towns poverty was widespread and a driving force of child labor. Wages were low, and miners and their families suffered from frequent periods of unemployment. They often worked less than six months in a year and children went to work to help support the family.

The mine owners were eager to hire young boys because their wages were sufficiently less than their fathers. Most boys started their life of drudgery in the mines at the age of eight as “breaker boys” or trapper boys.” Sitting on rough boards and covered with coal dust, 

breaker boys sorted rock from coal. Trapper boys opened the doors for speeding coal carts. They stood for hours in ankle deep water and mud waiting for the sound of an approaching cart of coal and opened the door so it could pass, then closed it and waited in the darkened shaft for the sound of another cart. Many of them were injured when rushing carts hit them as they were opening the doors. The workday was long and dangerous; tunnels caved in, gases caused explosions, and the shifts lasted twelve-hours a day, six days a week 

When these boys reached the age of 13 or 14 years of age, they were offered jobs down in the mine loading coal into the carts with their fathers.

Children were often hired to work in factories, most in the textile industry. Like the mines, poverty or misfortune created necessity for children to go to work and help support their families. Politicians and employers ignored laws banning child labor and insisted that poor children working was more beneficial to their families and the community than education. 

They worked with dangerous machinery 10 or 12 hours a day, six days a week. The machinery had little or no safety features and many children lost fingers, hands, or whole arms while reaching into running machinery. 

The garment industry was notorious for sweatshop working conditions, cheating employees on their pay, and exploiting children. In the Pennsylvania town of York, at a silk mill employers charged girls $10 for “teaching them how to become operators,” after which they worked fifty hours a week and were paid $3 to $4. At the Adkins Shirt Company in Allentown only three girls working there were over the age of fourteen; their pay averaged about $2 a week.
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In 1910 journalist Robert Hunter told the tragic tale of Mary Jensen, a destitute child laborer in New York City who toiled long hours in a candy factory. Mary “dipped candy six days a week, from seven in the morning until seven at night. When the Christmas season came she worked longer, sometimes as much as 80 hours a week. She hardly knew that this great season meant for many children glowing fires, warm logs, toys, and stockings, and loving words, and a child-loving Santa Claus. She only knew that when this season came she had to hurry to make candy which she never ate.”

Besides working in factories and mines children worked in the fields and streets. They picked cotton, vegetables, and citrus. Often working long grueling hours under the hot sun for pennies a day. They shined shoes, sold newspapers, collected garbage, worked on construction sites, and delivered goods. 

The plight of children going to work instead of school did not go unnoticed or unchallenged. By 1900, states and territories had passed over 1,600 laws regulating working conditions and limiting or forbidding child labor. In many states the laws did not apply to immigrants, and they were often exploited and ended up living in slums, working long hours for very little pay. 

The issue of child labor was problematic throughout the United States, as local city and state laws concerning child labor were often ignored. On a national level, progress by labor unions and concerned politicians to protect children was stalled as the U.S. Supreme Court ruled several times that child labor laws under question were unconstitutional. Also, an attempt to pass an amendment to the U.S. Constitution failed.

In 1904, the National Child Labor Committee was organized by concerned citizens and politicians and supported by labor unions. In 1907 it was formally chartered by congress. From 1908-1912, a young photographer named Lewis Hine became a full time investigative photographer for this committee and he took his camera to the factories, fields, mines, and the streets and photographed children working, some as young as five years old, often under dangerous conditions. In 1909, he published the first of many photo essays depicting the sorrowful and sometimes angry faces of wasted youth. 

Aided by the widespread publicity from Mr. Hine’s photographs, many states

passed stricter laws banning the employment of underage children. In 1938, Congress passed the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA), it is better known as the Federal Wage and Hour Law. The U.S. Supreme Court declared the FLSA constitutional in 1941. 
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In its final form, the FLSA set a 40-hour workweek, with a minimum wage of 40 cents per hour. It prohibited child labor under the age of 16 while allowing minors over the age of 16 to work in non-hazardous occupations. The FLSA set 18 years of age as the minimum age for work in industries classified as hazardous. No minimum age was set for non-hazardous agricultural work after school hours or during vacations. Children aged 14 and 15 could be employed in non-manufacturing, non-mining, and non-hazardous occupations outside of school hours and during vacations.

Although child labor in the United States has been substantially eliminated, it is still a problem in some areas. Impoverished migrant farm workers and their children are still exploited. Some examples of this is that underage children still pick cucumbers in Michigan, green peppers in Tennessee, apples in upstate New York, grapes in California, and mushrooms in Pennsylvania. Employers in the garment industry of our big cities are exploiting the children of illegal immigrants in an effort to compete with imports. The recent liberalization of federal rules concerning work done through home businesses is also increasing the number of illegal child labor. Yet despite the existing laws limiting the excessive number of hours of work for those attending school, some children continue to labor an excessive number of hours or hold prohibited jobs. The United States has met the objectives of child labor reformers and determined by law and social practice that children shall not be full-time workers.

In other parts of the world children are still being exploited in record numbers and little is being done to stop this practice. 

Many children are victims of “Bonded Labor.” Bonded labor takes place when a family receives an advance payment or loan (sometimes as little as $10 US dollars) to hand a child over to an employer. In almost all cases the child cannot pay off the debt, nor can the family raise enough money to buy the child back. The employer applies daily expenses and work errors against the debt, making it almost impossible to repay the debt.

Although bonded labor or debt bondage was outlawed in 1956 by the U.N. Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slavery, millions of children continue to work as bonded labors in countries around the world, 15 million in India alone. In Middle Eastern countries there are an estimated 5 million children, some as young as 4 years old, weaving carpets. In Asian countries millions of children are “hidden” workers, kept by wealthy families as “domestic servants.” In Africa over a million children serve as “soldiers.” 
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Organizations such as, UNICEF, the International Labor Organization, the Rugmark Foundation, and the ministries of Church World Services are working to eliminate the exploitation of children throughout the world. 

The widespread horrors of child labor ended in the United States soon after the “Fair Labor Standards Act” was signed in 1938. A product of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal and one of the most humane laws ever passed. Someday soon, may the exploited children of Africa, India, Asia, the Middle East, and all countries where this practice continues, be similarly blessed. 

                  - Clarence Buchholz, June 1, 2004
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