THIS MONTH IN LABOR HISTORY

BY: CLARENCE BUCHHOLZ, FINANCIAL SECRETARY, USWA LOCAL 8031

September 2004

LET US REMEMBER PAST EVENTS AND SACRIFICES OF WORKING PEOPLE THAT OCCURRED DURING THE MONTH OF SEPTEMBER.
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September 1, 1934
Unionists went on strike in Woonsocket, RI, as part of a national movement to obtain a minimum wage for textile workers. Confrontations with police and hired thugs resulted in the deaths of three unionists. Over the next few weeks approximately 420,000 unionists joined the national strike. The strike resulted in wage increases for many union workers.

September 4, 1921

The “Battle of Blair Mountain,” in Logan County, West Virginia officially comes to an end. 

The United Mine Workers, District 17 began to organize the non-union miners in Logan and Mingo Counties. The miner’s, eager to better their lives refused to back down in their quest for better pay and safer working conditions. The ruthless mine owners, determined to keep the Union out and to keep the miners and their families living in servitude, enlisted the aid of the all-to-willing Sheriff of Logan County, Don Chafin and the Mingo County Militia. The Mingo Militia was made up of coal-company officials, scabs, and an assortment of hired thugs. These two groups of thugs enthusiastically set out to oppress anyone associated with the Union or having an interest to join.

The corrupt regional law made mass arrests and falsely imprisoned many Unionists. Property was seized; many were thrown out of their homes and blackballed at other mines. Union miners were beaten, and murder was not uncommon, and some Unionists just disappeared. The Unionists fought back sniping and bombing those attacking them. 

The outbreaks of violence supported appeals for a congressional investigation of the hostilities in the West Virginia coalfields. An investigation was conducted July-October, 1921, and the committee condemned, among other things, the practice of the mine owners paying the wages and expenses of the Logan County Sheriff and his deputies. However, the committee did not order any reforms.

On August 1,1921 the assassination of Union leaders Sid Hatfield and Ed Chambers (defendants of the Matewan Massacre) on the steps of the McDowell County Courthouse by hired thugs outraged Union coal miners throughout West Virginia and intensified the expansion of the “West Virginia Mine Wars.”  

A call-to-arms was issued in Union halls throughout West Virginia and within a few weeks approximately five thousand Union miners armed with rifles and an old machine gun assembled at Marmet and began their march south to Logan County. Along the way more Union miners joined the column and the column swelled to as many as fifteen thousand men. 

On August 26, a group of 1,200 Union miners reached the foot of Blair Mountain, near the Logan County Line and were confronted by Sheriff Chafin and his men. A pitched battle broke out and the week long “Battle of Blair Mountain” began. 

As word of the battle spread panic broke out in Logan County. After desperate calls from Logan County officials, Governor Morgan wired President Harding requesting Federal troops to end the fighting. The troops and military airplanes arrived within days and while the troops were preparing to engage the Union miners, the military airplanes began dropping bombs on Union positions. The battle continued on the mountain for a week. Neither side recorded accurate numbers of casualties or the names of the dead but it was determined both sides suffered an 

estimated 30 men killed and hundreds more wounded. 

On August 30, President Harding issued a proclamation calling for both the Union miners and the Logan County force to disperse by noon on September 1, 1921. Neither side was willing to disperse and the fighting raged on until September 4. On that day Federal troops marched up Herwitt Creek in Logan County and the Union miners began to disperse and the fighting ended. With the “Battle of Blair Mountain” over and Federal troops protecting the mine owners and their hired thugs, the United Mine Workers were forced to abandon their efforts to Unionize the miners in Logan and Mingo Counties until the passage of the National Industrial Recovery Act in 1933. 

However, the “Battle of Blair Mountain” is a lasting reminder of the hardships and struggles faced by coal miners in West Virginia and elsewhere as they fought to improve their working conditions and break the bonds of servitude. 

                   —Clarence Buchholz, Sept.1, 2004

September 5, 1882

Over thirty thousand workers marched in the first Labor Day parade in New York City. (This month’s featured article).
Labor Day certainly wasn’t an idea developed in the halls of congress and forced under the pen of President Glover Cleveland. It is a creation of organized labor and is dedicated to the social and economic achievements of American workers. It constitutes a yearly national tribute to the contributions workers have 

made to the strength, prosperity, and well being of our country.

Peter McGuire, a New York carpenter and Mathew Maguire, a New Jersey machinist decided something should be done to recognize the accomplishments made by organized labor toward creating a better workplace in America. They worked with the Central Labor Union of New York City and organized the country’s first Labor Day Parade—over 30,000 people took to the streets of New York City on September 5, 1882 and unofficially the holiday was born.

Almost two years later in the latter part of June 1884, President Cleveland signed a bill designating the first Monday in September as a national holiday honoring workers. However, a few days after signing the bill on July 4, 1884, President Cleveland sent Army troops to crush striking Pullman workers in Chicago. The Unionists were on strike for the 40-hour week. Thirteen striking Unionists were killed by soldiers and Union leader Eugene Debs was sent to jail because he refused to call a halt to the American Railway Worker’s strike. 
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Most working Americans today, take for granted the labor laws that protect them from all-to-often greedy employers determined to put us back into servitude. And too many working Americans take for granted the accomplishments of organized labor, such as, the 40-hour week, unemployment insurance, health care, pensions, workman’s compensation insurance, the Fair Labor Standards Act which among other things ensures our children go to school instead of work, paid vacations, paid holidays, and the right to organize, to name a few. 

Over the past 120 years organized workers in this country fought and sometimes died for these gains In many instances government troops, the police, and hired thugs were called out to crush strikes, often beating or firing on Unionists. Make no mistake about it; the wonderful laws we enjoy today were not given to us by employers or politicians. The gains we enjoy were fought for and won by those brave men, women, and children who suffered unspeakable hardships and even death. We have a duty to preserve these hard fought gains and a duty to remember those who made this last holiday of summer possible—The American Worker and the accomplishments of Organized Labor.

So fire up the grill, grab a cold drink and enjoy your day. And if you are interested in watching a movie to put you into the Labor Day spirit, here are my recommendations. —Clarence Buchholz, 09/01/04
Norma Rae (1979), Sally Field and Ron Leibman

Grapes of Wrath (1940), Henry Fonda and Jane Darwell

Matewan (1954), Directed by John Sayles

The Molly Maguires (1970) Richard Harris and Sean Connery
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Salt of the Earth (1987) Directed by Herbert J Biberman

September 5, 1917

Federal agents raided offices of the International Workers of the World in 48 cities.

September 7, 1916

Federal employees win the right to receive Workers Compensation Insurance.

September 9, 1948

President Lewis of the United Mine Workers of American, issued the organization’s first pension check to Horace Ainscough of Rock Springs, Wyoming.

September 10, 1897

In Lattimer, Pennsylvania, Union miners were on strike after their demands to mine boss Calvin Pardee, who ran the Lattimer and Harwood mines, were rejected. Their demands were: for a wage increase of 10 cents a day and reduce the price of power from $2.75 to 

$1.50 per keg. They also demanded the elimination of the butcher store and the doctor.  

The Luzerne County Sheriff James Martin was notified of the strike and quickly deputized more than 80 men, many of them coal company officials. 

They were also told to use whatever means necessary to stop the strike.

As 400 Unionists approached the village of Lattimer they were confronted by the sheriff and his deputies. Sheriff Martin argued with a few Unionists and without warning the deputies began shooting into the column of Unionists, killing nineteen and wounding 38. 

The killings ended the strike without any of the demands being settled. Many miners were fired for taking part in the strike. However, the miners still had hope that justice would prevail against Sheriff and the deputies. 

Sheriff Martin and 78 deputies were brought to trial for the killings. Unfortunately, the corrupt justice system in Luzerne County found the Sheriff and his thugs, not guilty.

A monument now sits at the site where the Unionists gave their lives for what they believed in. 

September 17, 1989

Ninety-eight miners and a minister occupied the Pittston Coal Company’s Moss 3 preparation plant in Carbo, Virginia, while on strike against Pittston Coal. The Unionists kept Pittston’s largest coal processing plant shut down for four days.

The miners had worked 14 months without a contract before the United Mine Workers called the strike. 

The Union charged that the Pittston Coal Company was refusing to bargain in good faith. The Union also charged the company with discontinuing the medical benefits for pensioners, widows, and the disabled. The company was also refusing to contribute to a benefit fund established in 1950 for miners who retired before 1974.
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Miners in Kentucky, Virginia, and West Virginia struck against Pittston. During the strike there were several confrontations that led to violence between Unionists and company officials: state troopers were out and many Unionists were arrested. The strike ended on February 20, 1990 after the company agreed to the Union’s demands.

September 19, 1919

Over one thousand Boston policemen declared a work stoppage after their attempts to affiliate with the American Federation of Labor was thwarted by city and state officials. 

Massachusetts Governor Calvin Coolidge called out the entire state militia and ended the strike.

September 21, 1896

Miners in Leadville, Colorado went on strike for safer working conditions and a wage increase. The mine owners appealed to the governor’s office and he responded by sending the state militia to Leadville to end the strike.

September 22, 1919

The “Great Steel Strike” began. Approximately 350,000 Union steel workers walked off their jobs. Among the their demands was; Union recognition, an eight hour work day, wages “sufficient to guarantee American standards of living.” 

The steel mill owners, the government, the press, and the courts accused the Union and its members of being “agitators” and “radicals.” During the next 4 months the Unionists suffered unjust treatment at the hands of police and the steel corporation. Their rights of free speech and assembly were repeatedly suppressed and they suffered beatings and killings by the hired thugs and the police.

On January 20 1920, the National Committee for Organizing Iron and Steel Workers, with Samuel Grompers as honorary chair, John Fitzpatrick as acting chair, and William Foster as Secretary-Treasurer, called off the strike by issuing the following statement:

“The Steel Corporation with the active assistance of the press, the courts, the federal troops, the state police, and many public officials, have denied the steel workers their rights of free speech, free assemblage, and the right to organize, and by this arbitrary and ruthless misuse of power, have brought about a condition which has compelled the national committee for organizing iron and steel workers to vote today that the active phase of the steel campaign [strike] is now at an end.”

In 1923 the steel corporation grudgingly yielded to Union and government pressures and adopted the eight-hour shift. The “open shop” would remain in effect until 1937, when U.S. Steel recognized the steelworkers’ Union in order to end a bitter strike led by the recently formed Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO).

September 29, 1931

During a confrontation between Unionists and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, three unarmed members of the United Mine Workers of American were shot and killed. The miners were on strike for better housing.
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