THIS MONTH IN LABOR HISTORY

BY: CLARENCE BUCHHOLZ, FINANCIAL SECRETARY, USWA LOCAL 8031

LET US REMEMBER PAST EVENTS AND SACRIFICES OF WORKING PEOPLE THAT OCCURRED DURING THE MONTH OF MAY. 
May 1, 1886

May Day – the Real Labor Day; International Workers’ Day (May 1st) commemorates the struggles of working men and women throughout the world. The holiday began in 1886 when the Federation of Organized Trades and Labor Unions passed a resolution demanding an eight-hour workday. This resolution resulted in strikes across the nation involving more than 250,000 workers. Ironically in our contemporary times, International Workers’ Day is recognized and celebrated in every country except the United States, Canada, and South Africa.  

May 1, 1830

Mary Harris “Mother Jones” was born in 1830. 

Company bosses and Mine Owners such as John D. Rockefeller called her the “most dangerous woman in America.” However, to miners and working men and women everywhere who were oppressed by the likes of Rockefeller she was the “Miners Angel,” their heroine, their “Joan of Arc.” If there was a fight against oppression going on she was sure to be there, giving support and encouragement with her fiery speeches. 

May 3, 1886
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At the McCormick Harvester Company in Chicago police attacked unarmed strikers who were participating in a general strike for the eight-hour day. Four striking workers were killed and several more were injured.

May 4, 1886

Following the killings of the four striking workers the day before, striking workers gathered near Haymarket Square, in Chicago to protest the police brutality. As the peaceful protest was ending a bomb exploded near the police line. One policeman was killed and several were injured. The police immediately fired into the crowd, killing one and wounding many. It was never determined who threw the bomb; however, eight union leaders were later framed and convicted for the bombing. Of these, one committed suicide, four were executed in 1887, and Illinois Governor John Peter pardoned three in 1893. 
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May 5, 1886

In Bay View, Wisconsin, near Milwaukee, striking workers participating in a strike for the eight-hour day outside of the Rolling Mills Company were chanting “Eight hours for work. Eight hours for rest. Eight hours for what we will,” when without warning they were fired upon by the state militia. When the shooting stopped seven people lay dead and many others were wounded. The dead included a thirteen-year old boy and a retired worker. Most of the workers on strike were of Polish descent and companies in the area, (even those not affected by the strike) fired Polish workers for the reason that they were too racial. An inquiry into the shootings gave praises to the militia for their actions calling it unpleasant duty and indicted twenty workers for an unlawful assembly. Workers who could find work went back to ten and twelve-hour workdays, the demand for an eight-hour day would wait many more years before becoming a reality. 

May 8, 1925

A. Philip Randolph and Milton P. Webster founded the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. The Brotherhood was formally recognized when it won its first contract in 1937 with the Pullman Company. The Brotherhood won a reduction of hours worked, a wage increase, job security, and union representation. 

May 11, 1894

The Pullman strike began. The Pullman Company located in Illinois, made sleeper cars for the railroad. The American Railway Union called on workers in other plants to support the strike and approximately 260,000 members walked off their jobs. The strike was ended when federal troops arrived and with the suppression of the strike a new era of anti-worker activity by employers and government began.

May 19, 1920


The Battle of Matewan took place despite efforts by police chief (and former miner) Sid Hatfield and Mayor C. Testerman to protect miners from interference in their union membership drive in Matewan, West Virginia. Company owners determined to keep the union out began firing any miner suspected of joining the union. To set an example they targeted six miners and moved to evict them from company owned houses. Baldwin-Felts detectives hired by the local mining company and thirteen of the company's managers arrived to evict the miners and their families from the Stone Mountain Mine camp. Miners angered that armed thugs were forcing women and little children from their homes confronted them. A gun battle ensued, resulting in the deaths of 7 detectives, Mayor Testerman, and 2 miners.

May 22, 1942

The Steel Workers Organizing Committee formally became the United Steelworkers of America at a convention in Cleveland, Ohio.

May 26, 1937

Henry Ford’s opposition to collective bargaining was in evidence when company goons (an assortment of former convicts, street thugs, and ruffians) attacked United Auto Workers (UAW) organizers at what became known as the “Battle of the Overpass” outside of Ford’s River Rouge plant. As many as fifty goons attacked a small group of organizers who were involved in organizing efforts on a overpass near the River Rouge plant, they were severely beaten and tossed down the stairs of the overpass. Meanwhile, a few blocks away another group of company goons attacked the Ladies Auxiliary of UAW Local 174 as they were passing out leaflets. They were harassed, punched, kicked, and forced back onto buses. Dearborn policeman on the scene watched as the attacks took place and made no attempt to restore order or arrest the attackers. Four years after the “Battle of the Overpass” in May of 1941, the UAW won recognition and its first contract with the Ford Motor Company.

May 30, 1937

Memorial Day massacre at Chicago’s Republic Steel plant. Police attacked strikers, killing ten and wounding a hundred others. (This month’s featured article).
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Memorial Day Massacre at Republic Steel

The National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), passed in 1933, contained a section guaranteeing workers the right to organize for the purpose of collective bargaining. In May 1935 the NIRA was declared unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court. The provisions for labor were replaced on July 5, 1935 by the National Labor Relations Act, commonly referred to as the Wagner Act. It provided protection for labor from unfair practices by employers who wanted to hinder union organization. It also protected workers who chose to organize. The steelworkers were among the first to organize under this new law. 

In 1936 the economy was improving and the steel industry was running at almost full capacity, employing approximately 800,000 workers. Of the many companies producing steel, one stood out as the leader, the United States Steel Corporation, nicknamed “Big Steel.” 

After a series of secret meetings in early 1937 between US Steel (Big Steel) officials and union leaders of the Steel Workers Organizing Committee (SWOC) a contract agreement was reached recognizing the SWOC as the bargaining agent for its members. The contract included binding arbitration for the grievance procedure, a common labor wage of $5.00 a day and an 8-hour work day with time and one-half for overtime work. The SWOC rejoiced in its new won contract and fully expected “Little Steel” companies to follow the “Big Steel” lead. However, only a few did and the remainder including Republic Steel Corporation opposed recognition of the union and refused to sign contracts. 

Republic Steel’s Chairman of the Board, Tom Girder was vehemently opposed to the union and felt it was his right to not only control operations, but also to dominate his employees completely. Anyone caught talking about a union was fired immediately. Republic anticipating a strike, also built up a stockpile of munitions, including guns, tear gas, and clubs. 

By May, 1937, the SWOC prepared to strike three of the “Little Steel” companies; Youngstown Sheet and Tube, Inland Steel, and Republic Steel. The strike would be simultaneous against all three instead of one at a time. Inland and Youngstown closed their plants and prepared to wait out the strike, because they knew strike benefits were meager at best and hoping the economic burden would be too much for the workers. However, Republic Steel would continue production using strikebreakers, and bringing in food and cots. 

Plant management had also been in close contact with the Chicago Police in an effort to insure uninterrupted production. The Chicago Police had a reputation of taking an active role in strikes as soon as they began.

On May 26, 1937 over half of Republic’s 2,200 employees walked out of the plant at 3:00 PM and began the strike. As the walkout began, Chicago police entered the plant and forced union men out to prevent them from encouraging other workers to join them. The workers gathered on Burley Avenue outside the plant gate and formed a picket line. 

The police under the orders of Captain James Mooney moved out through the gate and forcefully broke up the picket line. They pushed it two blocks from the plant, arresting 23 strikers when they refused to move. The action abandoned any role of the police as impartial law enforcement officers and the strikers viewed them as agents of Republic Steel. The police were eating and sleeping in the plant, they were unloading supplies for the scabs, and arming themselves from company stockpiles. 

At about 5:00 PM, a large group of four hundred strikers and members from the women’s auxiliary began a march to the gate. They were met again by the police and a fight broke out. The police wielding their billy clubs and firing their revolvers into the air (without orders) drove the strikers back. This incident carried serious overtones for the immediate future.

The next few days were relatively quiet at the plant with only limited picketing. The SWOC called for a mass meeting on Sunday, May 30th to protest the actions of the police and to establish a picket line outside the plant. 

Meanwhile, Captain Mooney learning of these plans and at the urging of plant management ordered over 250 policemen to be on duty at Republic Steel on Sunday. 

Memorial Day 1937 was a hot sunny day with afternoon temperatures reaching close to ninety degrees. By 3 PM about 1,500 strikers and supporters had gathered for the protest meeting. Several speakers spoke about their rights guaranteed them by the National Labor Relations Act and that today they were going to demonstrate in support of those rights. 

The strikers and their families and their supporters formed together and started to march towards Republic Steel. Some marchers carried signs and union banners and others carried American flags.

As the strikers neared the plant they were met by a police line of over three hundred and they demanded that their right to picket be recognized. However, the police shouting insults ordered them to disperse. The marchers turned onto a dirt road across the open prairie singing “Solidarity Forever.” The police fearing they would be outflanked moved to block the march. 
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Soon, the two sides were again facing each other and insults flew from both sides. As some of the strikers began to retreat a stick flew from the back of the marcher’s line towards police. Instantaneously, tear gas bombs were thrown at the marchers. The marchers then threw more objects at the police and acting without orders, several policemen in the front drew their revolvers and fired point blank into the retreating marchers. Over two-hundred shots were fired within 15 seconds, but the violence did not end there. 

Using their clubs the police line moved forward beating anyone in their path. Marchers who had dropped to the ground when the shooting started were struck repeatedly by policemen. Many women and children also suffered from the indiscriminate beatings. During this time arrests were made. Patrol wagons were filled to twice the mandated limit; this included those who were seriously wounded. 

Four marchers were fatally shot and six others were mortally wounded. Thirty others had suffered gunshot wounds. Thirty-eight required hospitalization for lacerations and contusions, and about thirty others received some sort of emergency medical treatment. It is noteworthy that all but four of the fifty-four gunshot wounds were to the side or back and one victim was shot four times. The police suffered thirty-five minor injuries and none were gunshots.

After the massacre the Lafollette Committee investigating the event came to four major conclusions about the Memorial Day Massacre. First, the police had no right to limit the number of peaceful pickets, and that the march was not aimed at freeing remaining plant workers. Second, the police should have halted the march with limited violence, if this action was even justifiable. Third, the force used by police was excessive and the marcher’s only methods of provocation were abusive language and throwing of isolated missiles. Forth, the bloody consequences were avoidable on the part of police. 
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The Massacre was only a part of a much larger strike against the “Little Steel” companies. The nationwide death toll in the strike reached sixteen as six other strikers were killed on a picket line in Ohio. All of these deaths occurred outside Republic Steel plants and involved strikers and local law enforcement agencies. 

The “Little Steel” strike represents a dark era for America in the areas of viciousness, suppression of rights, press distortion, and police brutality. The strike was called off when the many hardships suffered began to demoralize union workers and SWOC turned to the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB).

In August of 1941, Republic Steel and other “Little Steel” companies agreed to cease and desist from committing unfair labor practices. With NLRB oversight of membership card cross-checks and secret ballots elections the bargaining rights for the SWOC were established.

One year later, the “Little Steel” companies signed their first contract with the newly established “United Steelworkers of America.” The sacrifice of the workers striking for a better life on that hot day in May 1937 had not been in vain. “Little Steel” and, in particular, Republic Steel Corporation, had only delayed the inevitable march of unionism in America.
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