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 MARCH.

March 15, 1917

The United States Supreme Court approved the Eight-Hour (workday) Act under threat of a nationwide railway strike.

March 18, 1970

The first mass work stoppage in the 195-year history of the United States Post Office Department began with a walkout of letter carriers in Brooklyn and Manhattan, New York. Within a few days the strike involved over 210,000 of the nation’s 750,000 postal employees. As mail service came to a virtual halt in New York, Philadelphia, and Detroit, then-President Richard Nixon declared a state of national emergency and deployed military units to the New York post offices. The strike ended about two weeks later when postal workers were granted a 6 percent wage increase retroactive to the previous December.

March 25, 1911

The Triangle Shirtwaist Company (sweatshop) fire.

Before beginning I think it is important to understand what a sweatshop is and how so many individuals find themselves employed in what can only be described as horrid and unsafe working conditions and why most are paid at below the minimum wage.

Sweatshops are operated by greedy owners who care nothing for the laws of our nation and they care even less (much less) for human life. For them profit is the only reason for their existence. 

Employees working in sweatshops routinely work in unsafe conditions; such as fire exits being blocked or exit doors that are locked. Working with dangerous chemicals without Personal Protective Equipment. Many female employees suffer sexual abuse from employers. The horrors of sweatshops are not always visible; like being forced to clock in two hours after you’ve started working, and again at the end of the day, two hours before you’re actually finished. It’s being paid at a piece-rate so that you work at a grueling pace, and still earn less than minimum wage at the end of the week.

Several things contribute to people working under such conditions. Many people employed in sweatshops are new to our country and they struggle with a new language and culture. For others it is a lack of education and for most it is simply because there are no other jobs available. However, all have a burning desire to make a living and support their families. They remain working in these horrid conditions because they have no way to change things and if they complain, they’re fired. And the threat of losing desperately needed jobs forces the working poor to endure personal indignities and severe exploitation.

The Asch building, in New York City was occupied on the top three of ten floors by the Triangle Shirtwaist Company and the site of both the first large scale strike of workers in the country and one of the worst industrial disasters in American history. The factory was a sweatshop employing over 500 hundred young women and girls, mostly, Italian, Yiddish, and German immigrants. 

Overcrowding, poor ventilation, poor fire safety, and dangerous machinery caused the union  (The International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union) to declare a strike against Triangle in the fall of 1909. A settlement establishing a slight wage increase ended the strike, but union demands for increased fire safety (unlocked doors and sufficient fire escapes among them) were not addressed, a failure that would prove tragic.

On Saturday March 25, 1911, at about 4:30 PM the bell rang signaling the end of the workday. As the girls were putting on their coats and gathering their things someone yelled “Fire!”

The fire began on the eighth-floor, and fed by thousands of pounds of fabric it spread rapidly. The factory was overcrowded and the sewing machine tables were crammed so close together there was little aisle space in which to
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move. Panicked workers rushed to the stairs, the freight elevator, and the fire escape. Most on the eighth and tenth floors escaped. Those on the ninth floor rushed to exit doors only to find them locked, unable to force them open many died there at the locked doors. Others rushed to the rear fire escape, however it soon collapsed, killing many and eliminating an escape route. Some tried to slide down the elevator cables but lost their grip and fell to their deaths. Many more, their dresses and hair on fire jumped to their death from open windows. Fire fighters would later find groups of women dead, huddled together in the corners of the ninth-floor. 

A total of 146 women died in less than fifteen minutes. 

In the weeks that followed, the grieving city identified the dead and reeled in numb grief at the atrocity that could have been averted with a few precautions. The International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union called for an official day of mourning.

Justice? Eight months after the fire, a jury acquitted Blanck and Harris, the factory owners, of any wrongdoing. Grieving families and much of the public felt that justice had not been done. “Justice!” they cried. “Where is justice?” 

Twenty-three individual civil suits were brought against the owners of the Asch building. On March 11, 1913, Harris and Blanck settled. They paid 75 dollars per life lost.

Protesting voices rose up, bewildered and angry at the lack of concern and the greed that made it possible. Outraged cries demanding justice and laws to improve unsafe conditions in factories could be heard from every quarter. The International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union led a march of 100,000 to the New York legislature and demanded action. 
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The New York legislature responded by creating a commission called the “The Factory Commission of 1911” The commission was headed by Senator Robert Wagner, Alfred Smith, and Samuel Gompers, president of the American Federation of Labor. Their commission helped pass a sheaf of legislation “the likes which have never been seen in any state legislature” and it insured that the State of New York would never again be “lax” in regard to safety in factories. Some of the legislation passed included: that all doors open outward in factories and all doors were to remain unlocked during business hours. Sprinkler systems must be installed if a company employs more than 25 people above ground level. Multiple fire exits, unblocked fire doors, clear pathways are required to all exits and the availability of portable fire extinguishers. Employee training in the use of fire extinguishers, as well as escape routes and fire drills. Emergency evacuation plans must be in writing and posted. Today, the United States Department of Labor outlines all fire safety requirements in the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) standards. 

This tragic event crystallized support for efforts to organize workers and in particular within the garment district. Workers realized the role that strong unions could have in helping prevent such tragedies. Workers organized in powerful unions would be more conscious of their rights and better able to obtain safe working conditions. The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire remains one of the most vivid symbols for the American labor movement and of the need for government to ensure a safe workplace. 

However, sweatshops still exist today complete with greedy employers who are willing to ignore Federal laws and human rights, all in the name of profit. The horrid event of March 25, 1911 was repeated on September 3, 1991 in Hamlet, North Carolina where 25 workers died in a fire at a poultry factory. The exits were ill marked, blocked, or padlocked. 

The working-class has always been exploited and the only way they can save themselves is with a strong well organized labor movement. 

