LABOR STRIFE IN THE GILDED AGE
Focus question:  What has been the relationship between labor, management, and the government at various times in US history?

1.  Students will be examining a variety of cases, one to each group, drawing from:

· Haymarket

· 1877 Railroad Strike

· Pullman Strike

· Homestead

· Flint Sit-Down, 1935
· PATCO, 1981
2.  Groups organize and divide information. (5 minutes)

3.  Individuals read information quietly.  (10 minutes)

4.  Groups discuss information and prepare posters.  (25 minutes)

Posters will include:
· Name and date of strike

· Background and events of the strike including:

· Labor actions

· Management actions

· Government actions

· Quote from primary source and why you chose it  
· Result, consequences, importance of strike

· Illustration/Image
6.  Arrange posters around the room, as far apart as possible. (5 minutes)

7.  Students form new groups.  The 1’s split up, one person to each poster, then the 2’s split up, one person to each poster, until there are 5 people from 5 different groups at each poster.  (5 minutes)

8.  Presentations--Simultaneously, the student in each group that prepared the poster explains the information to the others in the group while they take brief notes.  When all the groups have finished, they move together clockwise to the next poster.  (20 minutes)

DOCUMENTS
Haymarket Square Riot
An explosion in Chicago in 1886 helped to shift the labor movement toward "bread-and-butter" unionism.
On May 1, 1886, thousands of people in Chicago began demonstrations in behalf of an eight-hour workday.  The marchers' slogan was, "Eight hours for work, eight hours for rest, eight hours for what we will."

On May 4, 1886, a deadly confrontation between police and protesters erupted at Chicago's Haymarket Square. A labor strike was in progress at the McCormick farm equipment works, and police and Pinkerton security guards had shot several workers.

A public demonstration had been called to protest police violence. Eyewitnesses later described a "peaceful gathering of upwards of 1,000 people listening to speeches and singing songs when authorities began to move in and disperse the crowd." Suddenly a bomb exploded, followed by pandemonium and an exchange of gunfire. Eleven people were killed including seven police officers. More than a hundred were injured.

The Chicago Tribune railed against "the McCormick insurrectionists." Authorities hurriedly rounded up 31 suspects. Eventually, eight men, "all with foreign sounding names" as one newspaper put it, were indicted on charges of conspiracy and murder.

No evidence tied the accused to the explosion of the bomb. Several of the suspects had not attended the rally. But all were convicted and sentenced to death. Four were quickly hanged and a fifth committed suicide in his cell. Then, the Illinois Governor, Richard Ogelsby, who had privately expressed doubts "that any of the men were guilty of the crime," commuted the remaining men's death sentences to life in prison.

Illinois's new governor, John Peter Altgeld, pardoned the three surviving men. A German born immigrant who had enlisted in the Union army at the age of 15, Altgeld declared, "The deed to sentencing the Haymarket men was wrong, a miscarriage of justice. And the truth is that the great multitudes annually arrested are poor, the unfortunate, the young and the neglected. In short, our penal machinery seems to recruit its victims from among those who are fighting an unequal fight in the struggle for existence."

After granting the pardon, he said to the famous attorney Clarence Darrow: "Let me tell you that from this day, I am a dead man, politically." There was an immediate outcry. The Washington Post asked rhetorically: "What would one expect from a man like Altgeld, who is, of course, an alien himself?" The Chicago Tribune stated that the governor "does not reason like an American, does not feel like one, and consequently does not behave like one."

In 1889, the American Federation of Labor delegate to the International Labor Congress in Paris proposed May 1 as international Labor Day. Workers were to march for an eight-hour day, democracy, the right of workers to organize, and to memorialize the eight "Martyrs of Chicago."
Primary Source:

On September 14, 1887, the Illinois Supreme Court upheld the convictions of the Haymarket anarchists. The national news magazine Harper’s Weekly very strongly favored this decision. These passages are from its October 1, 1887, editorial praising the state court and explaining exactly why the Haymarket defendants were guilty even though they were not linked directly to the bomb or the bomb thrower. The first paragraph here refers to one of the convicted anarchists, Albert Parsons, who turned himself in the day the trial began.
Parsons surrendered himself for trial unquestionably because he supposed that the actual thrower of the bomb could not be identified, and therefore that no criminal connection could be established between the speeches and writings and plans of the anarchists and the fatal act. That was the feeling of some other observers, who have been inclined to think that the anarchists were really tried for their opinions, and in the event of their execution, would be regarded as martyrs of free speech. 

But even upon the showing of the summary of the trial published by their own friends, it is almost impossible not to hold the anarchists legally and morally guilty of the crime. The meetings, the justification of force, the appeal to force, the manufacture of the bombs for a purpose, the call to arms after the riot at McCormack’s, the determination to resist the police as myrmidons of bloody capital, the Haymarket meeting, the harangues, the approach of the police, and the catastrophe are all inextricably connected and are all steps toward the crime. Anarchy contemplates a forcible subversion of society, which must begin, if at all, in the very way that was adopted at Chicago ...In the commission of such crimes it is those who instill the idea in more ignorant minds, those who justify the deed, who point out the criminal means, and who inflame murderous passions to the utmost, who are morally guilty. During the last two years there has been enormous suffering among honest laboring men and women, produced by strikes under a hundred pretexts. Now is it the unhappy and terrorized men who have obeyed despotic leaders, or is it the leaders themselves, who are really responsible for all the suffering and loss? The man who in every way incites forcible revolution is responsible when revolution begins, and if he be a courageous man he does not shrink from the consequences. Those who resisted the operation of the Fugitive Slave Law, and sought to save the innocent slave from torture and unspeakable wrong, counted the cost and endured the penalty, whether of the law or of public opinion.  Anarchists who justify and counsel murder as necessary to the overthrow of society, when murder begins in consequence of their incitement, cannot be held guiltless.

The Great Railroad Strike

The total miles of railroad track in the United States increased from just 23 in 1830 to 35,000 by the end of the Civil War to a peak of 254,000 in 1916. By the eve of World War I, railroads employed one out of every 25 American workers. The industry's growth was accompanied by bitter labor disputes. Many of the nation's most famous strikes involved the railroads.
The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 was the country's first major rail strike and witnessed the first general strike in the nation's history. The strikes and the violence it spawned briefly paralyzed the country's commerce and led governors in ten states to mobilize 60,000 militia members to reopen rail traffic. The strike would be broken within a few weeks, but it helped set the stage for later violence in the 1880s and 1890s, including the Haymarket Square bombing in Chicago in 1886, the Homestead Steel Strike near Pittsburgh in 1892, and the Pullman Strike in 1894.

In 1877, northern railroads, still suffering from the Financial Panic of 1873, began cutting salaries and wages. The cutbacks prompted strikes and violence with lasting consequences. In May the Pennsylvania Railroad, the nation's largest railroad company, cut wages by 10 percent and then, in June, by another 10 percent. Other railroads followed suit. On July 13, the Baltimore & Ohio line cut the wages of all employees making more than a dollar a day by 10 percent. It also slashed the workweek to just two or three days. Forty disgruntled locomotive firemen walked off the job. By the end of the day, workers blockaded freight trains near Baltimore and in West Virginia, allowing only passenger traffic to get through.

Also in July, the Pennsylvania Railroad announced that it would double the length of all eastbound trains from Pittsburgh with no increase in the size of their crews. Railroad employees responded by seizing control of the rail yard switches, blocking the movement of trains.

Soon, violent strikes broke out in Baltimore, Chicago, Kansas City, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, and San Francisco. Governors in Maryland, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia called out their state militias. In Baltimore, Charles A. Malloy, a 20-year-old volunteer in the Maryland National Guard, described the scene: "We met a mob, which blocked the streets. "They came armed with stones and as soon as we came within reach they began to throw at us." Fully armed and with bayonets fixed, the militia fired, killing 10, including a newsboy and a 16-year-old student. The shootings sparked a rampage. Protesters burned a passenger car, sent a locomotive crashing into a side full of freight cars, and cut fire hoses. At the height of the melee, 14,000 rioters took to the streets. Maryland's governor telegraphed President Rutherford Hayes and asked for troops to protect Baltimore.

"The strike," an anonymous Baltimore merchant wrote, "is not a revolution of fanatics willing to fight for an idea. It is a revolt of working men against low prices of labor, which have not been accomplished with corresponding low prices of food, clothing and house rent."

In Pittsburgh, where the local militia sympathized with the rail workers, the governor called in National Guard troops from Philadelphia. The troops fired into a crowd, killing more than 20 civilians, including women and at least three children. A newspaper headline read:

Shot in Cold Blood by the Roughs of Philadelphia. The Lexington of the Labor Conflict at Hand. The Slaughter of Innocents.

An angry crowd forced the Philadelphia troops to retreat to a roundhouse in the railroad complex, and set engines, buildings, and equipment ablaze. Fires raced through parts of the city, destroying 39 buildings, 104 engines, 46 passenger cars, and over 1,200 freight cars. The Pennsylvania Railroad claimed losses of more than $4 million in Pittsburgh.

When the National Guard was at last able to evacuate the roundhouse, it was harassed by strikers and rioters. A legislative report said that the National Guard forces "were fired at from second floor windows, from the corners of the streets...they were also fired at from a police station, where eight or ten policemen were in uniform." Militia and federal troops opened the railroad in Pittsburgh and Reading, Pa. was occupied by U.S. Army troops.

It appears that some 40 people were killed in the violence in Pittsburgh. Across the country more than a hundred died, including eleven in Baltimore and a dozen in Reading, Pa. By the end of July, most strike activity was over. But labor strikes in the rail yards recurred from 1884 to 1886 and from 1888 to 1889 and again in 1894.

Native-born Americans tended to blame the labor violence on foreign agitators. "It was evident," said the Annals of the Great Strikes in the United States, published in 1877, "that there were agencies at work outside the workingmen's strike. The people engaged in these riots were not railroad strikers. The Internationalists had something to do with creating scenes of bloodshed.... The scenes...in the city of Baltimore were not unlike those which characterized the events in the city of Paris during the reign of the Commune in 1870."
Primary Source:

(1877) Allan Pinkerton 

Although by the 1870s labor unions were retreating from using strikes as a weapon, that decade witnessed a series of strikes that were unprecedented in size and violence. The Depression of 1873 devastated many workers. This 1877 protest, which grew out of workers' increasing discontent, was the country's first nationwide strike. The following document tells the story of this strike from the viewpoint of Allan Pinkerton, one of the founders of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency. Among their other duties, Pinkerton detectives were hired by railroads to patrol their trains and set up security systems. After the Civil War, the Pinkertons more often served as strikebreakers, as described in the following account of the 1877 strike. 

After ascertaining that such action was of extreme necessity, in June, '77, the Pennsylvania Railroad Company announced a reduction of ten per cent upon the wages of all officers and employees receiving more than one dollar a day the same to take effect on and after the first of July following. This order and the subsequent introduction of what is known as the "double-headers," or freight trains composed of a larger number of cars than the single train, and drawn by two engines, which economized labor, and consequently displaced a few employees, constituted the "grievances" which resulted in the reorganization of the Trainmen's Union, and eventually the strike and its terribly disastrous results.

No sooner had these measures for economy in the company's management gone into effect, than the class, and only the class— utterly worthless employees— to, began their secret meetings and their seditious efforts. But it is an established fact that the great body of employees accepted the reduction with good grace. . . . In fact, more than three-fourths of the employees of the road, and immeasurably the most deserving, capable, and valuable class of its employees, had received the reduction in an appreciative and manly way. . . .

At noon of Thursday, July 19th, the unexpected blow was struck; and, illustrative of the powerlessness of our State laws and imbecile inefficiency of local authorities, a handful of men, who might have been subdued by a determined corporal's guard, were permitted to precipitate what led to the most deplorable riots in history. . . .

So swiftly did this striking fever run through the worst element of the trainmen lingering about, that scarcely an hour had elapsed before a crowd of fully five hundred employees had gathered, and all efforts at starting trains proved ineffectual. . . .

Quick work was now made, and a sudden end put to all order and authority. Trains were run upon side-tracks and left there. Then matters on the main tracks were taken in hand, and all trains east or west were stopped. Those coming from the east were allowed to proceed into the city after the situation had been explained and their crews so thoroughly threatened and otherwise frightened that they sacredly promised to "go out," or join the strikers, as soon as Pittsburgh proper had been reached, which under the circumstances they invariably did. . . . At night a strong guard of strikers patroled the tracks, and complete possession had been taken of the Western Division of the road. . . .

The foolish men who had inaugurated the strike, as well as the cowardly officials who had permitted it to grow into these alarming proportions, now helplessly saw that they had unlocked the floodgates of anarchy and riot. From every quarter . . . men with hate in their desperate faces gathered in groups, and in low tones plotted and threatened. The slums and alleys turned out their miserable inhabitants— with faces of brutes, women with faces of demons. Every fresh accession of communistic laborers and communistic loafers was welcomed with an intelligence only begot of murderous hate in one common purpose; . . . that ignorant envy always gives to insolent outlawry. . . .

The streets filled up with surging masses, the morning lengthened, and an ominous dread came down upon the city. Business men who had been loud in their denunciation of the Pennsylvania Railroad now shrank within their offices and stores, regretting the criminal "sympathy" they had extended to a handful of lawbreakers, out of a sickly, mawkish sentimentality, but all too late realized that the coming carnival of riot could not be checked. . . .

At eight o'clock on the previous evening, Major-General R. M. Brinton, of Philadelphia, . . . received telegraphic orders . . . to move his entire division, cavalry and artillery dismounted, to the scene of trouble. . . . Nearly one thousand men were gathered together. . . .

A determined set of men had met a desperate set of men. For fully five minutes the soldiers slowly advanced, making but little progress in their work. The thousands of rioters behind, with yells and jeers, pushed and jammed those in front down upon the troops, who stood like a wall for a time, never uttering a word in response to the diabolical threats of their opponents, but using all their force to keep the fiends at bay. . . . But now a striker here and a ruffian there began to grasp the guns and lay hold of the troops roughly. This was the signal for like action all along the mob's front. At this the troops were compelled to gather back, bring their arms to a charge, and use their bayonets, when a few of the rioters were wounded. In another instant, over to the left from between the ears, a pistol-shot was heard. This was followed like a flash by the discharge of other pistol-shots and showers of stones and pieces of coal from the now infuriated mob. . . .

Right and left the wounded soldiers began to fall, and some one poor fellow, goaded beyond forbearance, discharged his musket. In a moment more the firing became general. The mob as hotly replied with pistols, muskets taken from the Pittsburgh regiments on the hill, and every manner of missile that could be lifted or hurled. But the Philadelphia troops knew how to shoot as well as to drill. The effect of their repeated volleys was terrible. The mob retreated aghast, rallied, retreated, rallied again, and through and through their numbers the deadly bullets mowed wrinkled and crumpled swaths, until upon the hill and along the tracks the wild and frenzied rioters precipitately withdrew. . . .But they left only to return in the blackness of the night with fury and forces increased, to bring, with them arson and flame, destruction and ruin, until the city of Pittsburgh should for a time be like some doubly accursed spot to undergo the scourge of myriads of demons from the regions infernal.

. . . Within five days from the breaking out of the riot, Governor Hartranft . . . had brought together nearly six thousand troops that were admirably located at different points within the city and along the line of the Pennsylvania road, in commanding positions upon the hills, and at points where the lawless elements would be most likely to gather. . . .

The strike really ended Sunday, July 29th, when the first freight train, after the abandonment of work by the trainmen, was moved. This train was put in motion on the Pennsylvania Central road, and successfully sent to its destination. No person would have imagined a strike had existed, save for the murmurs of a few disaffected men. . . .So ended the strike at Pittsburgh. What had seemed a revolution resulted in a most imbecile fiasco.
Pullman Strike

1894 was the second of four years of depression. The pinch was felt even by the Pullman Palace Car Company, which manufactured the sleeping cars used by most of the nation's railroads. George Pullman responded by laying off several thousand of his 5,800 employees and cutting pay 25 to 50 percent, while refusing to reduce rents charged employees, who lived in the company town of Pullman, near Chicago. Then he fired three members of a workers' grievance committee.
On May 11, 1894, 90 percent of his workers went on strike. The strike spread nationwide when the American Railway Union refused to move trains with Pullman cars. Within a month, more than a quarter million other railroad employees had joined the strike.

The government, under President Grover Cleveland, swiftly won a court injunction ordering strikers back to work. When they refused to comply, he dispatched more than 14,000 federal troops and marshals. In Chicago, when soldiers fired into a crowd of 10,000, 25 persons were killed, 60 badly injured. Hundreds were jailed, including union leader Eugene Debs, who subsequently founded the Socialist party. Railroad attorney Clarence Darrow switched sides and defended Debs, launching his career as a defender of underdogs. Social Worker Jane Addams led an investigation of the strike.

Samuel Gompers and his fellow craft unionists at the helm of the American Federation of Labor spurned Debs' plea for a general strike to protest enlistment of the White House and the courts on the side of management.
Primary Source:

Testimony of Thomas W. Heathcoate

The disparity between the interests of management and labor has always been a source of conflict in the industrial world. One of the most famous instances of what happens when conflict between labor and management reaches a boiling point is the Pullman Strike of 1894. Since the strike affected the railroad system and consequently the mail service, it affected the entire nation and eventually required federal intervention to return the nation to a sense of normalcy. The excerpt below is from the congressional investigation conducted to review the events leading up to and during the strike.

In May 1893, we were getting good wages.  Along about September 1893, our wages began to be reduced because work was slack, and they kept reducing our pay each month. They kept reducing the price of piecework until it was almost impossible for us to live; in January 1894, the men wanted to strike, but we were not organized at that time; and in order to succeed in securing a higher rate of pay it became necessary for us to organize in some way; we could not see any more feasible plan than to organize in the American Railway Union, for the reason, we believed, that union was stronger than any other organization in the country.

Along about the first of April 1894, we began to organize, and in order to do so we had to go to Grand Crossing, as the Pullman company would not tolerate any union in their shops. If a man belonged to a union, if the company knew it, he was discharged. Then we held meetings over in Kensington. At about the first meeting that was held I think about two hundred signed their names as members of the American Railway Union. The conditions became worse; in April there was another cut, which made it impossible for us to maintain our families and pay our rent; we had to do something; times were hard and men could not get money enough to move away from Pullman; we did not know really what to do. I used my utmost endeavors to keep the men from striking. I knew the condition of the times. We then held meetings until we had about 35 percent of the men organized; and on the tenth of May, after this committee had been down to see the Pullman officials, after they had used every effort with the Pullman company to make some concessions toward the raising of wages or reduction of them, the mediation board, which was a committee composed of three members for each local union, then organized, met in Turner Hall, and were in session all night discussing what to do, and that night a strike was ordered.

The strike occurred on May 11, 1894, and we then met and appointed what is called a central strike committee for the purpose of conducting the strike. We then appointed committees to watch the Pullman property, so as to protect it. We kept them there night and day, changing the men, until the United States Government sent troops there.
Homestead
In 1986, United States Steel, once the world's largest steel producer, closed down its mills in Homestead, Pa., six miles from Pittsburgh. It was slightly less than a hundred years since the epic clash between labor and management at the plant in 1892 that helped eliminate unions from the steel industry for more than four subsequent decades.
Originally built in 1880 and 1881 by local merchants, the Homestead Works was purchased by industrialist Andrew Carnegie, who installed open-hearth furnaces and electricity in order to boost the plant's efficiency and reduce the need for skilled labor. Carnegie's steel mills produced armor for battleships, rails for western railroads, and beams, girders, and steel plates for bridges and skyscrapers.

Carnegie's drive for efficiency also led to an armed confrontation at Homestead. In contract talks in 1892, Henry Clay Frick, the superintendent of the Carnegie Steel Company, proposed to cut workers' wages, arguing that increased efficiency had inflated salaries. At the time, unskilled mill workers, who were mainly eastern European immigrants, made less than $1.70 for a 12-hour day. Skilled workers earned between $4 and $7.60 a day. Frick also wanted to eliminate the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers union from the plant.

When the negotiations broke down, Frick shut down the mill, installed three-miles of wooden fence topped with barbed wire around the mill, and hired 300 guards supplied by the Pinkerton Detective Agency. The guards were placed aboard two company barges in Pittsburgh for the trip up the Monongahela River to nearby Homestead.

On July 6, the guards were confronted by hundreds of workers and townsfolk. In the gun battle that ensued, seven workers and three Pinkerton guards were killed. Twelve hours after the battle for Homestead began, the guards surrendered.

The union's apparent victory was short-lived. Within days, 8,500 members of the National Guard took control of the plant. When Frick was seriously wounded in an assassination attempt in his Pittsburgh office, public opinion turned against the steel workers' union. By November, the union had been broken and the mill had reopened as a non-union plant using African American and eastern European workers. Union leaders were blacklisted from the steel industry for life.

One of the strike's consequences was that the steel mills shifted from an eight hour to a 12-hour a day, six-day work week, with a 24-hour shift (followed by a day off), every two weeks. It would be some 44 years before the steel industry would again be unionized.
Primary Source:
The Homestead Letters

Soon after the bloody battle on July 6, Carnegie told the New York Herald that the news of the disaster "grieved me more than I can tell you. It came on me like a thunderbolt in a clear sky." In fact, Carnegie had supported Frick's preparations for battle and closely monitored the lockout, as demonstrated by his correspondence that year:


May 4
Letter to Frick
"One thing we are all sure of: No contest will be entered in that will fail. It will be harder this time at Homestead.... On the other hand, your reputation will shorten it, so that I really do not believe it will be much of a struggle. We all approve of anything you do, not stopping short of approval of a contest. We are with you to the end."

June 10
Telegram to Frick
"Of course, you will be asked to confer, and I know you will decline all conferences, as you have taken your stand and have nothing more to say.... Of course you will win, and win easier than you suppose, owing to the present condition of the market."

July 6
The battle at Homestead

July 7
Telegram to Frick
"Cable received. All anxiety gone since you stand firm. Never employ one of these rioters. Let grass grow over works. Must not fail now. You will win easily next trial." 

July 17
Letter to cousin
"Matters at home bad -- such a fiasco trying to send guards by Boat and then leaving space between River & fences for the men to get opposite landing and fire. Still we must keep quiet & do all we can to support Frick & those at Seat of War. I have been besieged by interviewing Cables from N York but have not said a word. Silence is best. We shall win, of course, but may have to shut down for months."

November 18
Telegram from Frick at end of lockout
"Victory!"

November 21
Telegram from Frick
"Strike officially declared off yesterday. Our victory is now complete and most gratifying. Do not think we will ever have any serious labor trouble again.... Let the Amalgamated still exist and hold full sway at other people's mills. That is no concern of ours." 

Late November
Telegram to Frick from Italy
"Life is worth living again -- Cables received -- first happy morning since July -- surprising how pretty Italia -- congratulate all around -- improve works -- go ahead -- clear track -- tariff not in it -- shake." 

Late December
Letter to Frick from Rome
"I am well and able to take an interest in the wonders we see.… Shall see you all early after the New Year. Think I'm about ten years older than when with you last. Europe has rung with Homestead, Homestead, until we are sick of the name, but it is all over now-So once again Happy New Year to all. I wish someone would write me about your good self. I cannot believe you can be well. Ever your Pard, A.C." 
Flint Sit-Down Strike
The Flint Sit-Down Strike, the most important strike in American history, changed the United Automobile Workers from a collection of isolated locals on the fringes of the industry into a major union and led to the unionization of the United States automobile industry.

The UAW had only been formed in 1935 and held its first convention in 1936. Shortly thereafter the union decided that it could not survive by piecemeal organizing campaigns at smaller plants, as it had in the past, but that it could only organize the automobile industry by going after its biggest and most powerful employer, General Motors (GM) Corporation, focusing on GM’s production complex in Flint, Michigan.

Organizing Flint was a difficult and dangerous plan. GM controlled city politics in Flint and kept a close eye on outsiders. As Wyndham Mortimer, the UAW officer put in charge of the organizing campaign in Flint, recalled, when he visited Flint in 1936 he received a telephone call within a few minutes of checking into his hotel from an anonymous caller telling him to get back where he came from if he didn’t “want to be carried out in a wooden box.”

GM also maintained an extensive network of spies throughout its plants. Mortimer concluded after talking to Flint autoworkers that the existing locals, that had only 122 members out of 45,000 autoworkers in Flint, were riddled with spies. Accordingly, he decided that the only safe way to organize Flint was simply to bypass those locals. Mortimer, Bob Travis, Roy Reuther, Henry Kraus and Ralph Dale began meeting with Flint autoworkers in their homes, keeping the names of new members a closely guarded secret from others in Flint and in UAW headquarters.

As the UAW studied its target it discovered that GM had only two factories that produced the dies from which car body components were stamped: one in Flint that produced the parts for Buicks, Pontiacs and Oldsmobiles and another in Cleveland that produced parts for Chevrolets. The union planned to strike these plants after the New Year, when Frank Murphy would become Governor.

Events forced the union to accelerate its plans, however, when the workers at Cleveland’s Fisher body plant went on strike on December 26, 1936. The UAW immediately announced that it would not settle the Cleveland strike until it reached a national agreement with GM covering all of its plants. At the same time the Union made plans to shut down Fisher # 1 in Flint.

On December 29, 1936 the Union learned that GM was planning to move the dies out of Fisher # 1.Travis immediately called a meeting at lunchtime at the union hall across the street from the plant, explained the situation, then sent the members across the street to occupy the plant. The Flint sit-down strike began.

Workers inside one of the plants mark day 21 on the strike calendar, Flint, Michigan. Photo: Courtesy of the Walter P. Reuther Library, Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University.

Workers inside one of the plants mark day 21 on the strike calendar, Flint, Michigan. Photo: Courtesy of the Walter P. Reuther Library, Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University.

In a conventional strike the union takes its members outside the plant and attempts to prevent the employer from operating by discouraging other employees from entering. In a sit-down strike, the workers physically occupy the plant, keeping management and others out.

The Flint sit-down strikers did just that, electing their own “Mayor” and other civic officials and maintaining the plant throughout the strike. The Union kept up a regular supply of food to the strikers inside while sympathizers marched in support outside.

A state court judge issued an injunction ordering the strikers to leave the plant. The UAW discovered, through investigative work, that the judge held roughly $200,000 in GM stock, which disqualified him from hearing any case involving GM.

The Flint police attempted to enter the plant on January 11, 1937. The strikers inside the plant turned the fire hoses on the police while pelting them with hinges and other auto parts while members of the women’s auxiliary broke windows in the plant to give strikers some relief from the tear gas the police were using against them. The police made several charges, but withdrew after six hours. The strikers dubbed this “The Battle of Bulls Run,” a mocking reference to the police (“bulls”).

GM obtained a second injunction against the strike on February 1, 1937. The union not only ignored the order, but spread the strike to Chevrolet Plant # 4. To avoid tipping its hand, the union let it be known in the hours before the move that it intended to go after another plant, only changing directions at the last minute. GM, tipped off by an informant within the UAW, was ready and waiting for the union at the other plant and caught completely off guard at Plant # 4.

That development forced GM to bargain with the Union. John L. Lewis, President of the United Mine Workers and founder and leader of the CIO, spoke for the UAW in those negotiations, while the UAW sent its President Homer Martin on a speaking tour to keep him out of the way. GM’s representatives refused to be in the same room as the UAW’s, so Governor Murphy acted as courier and intermediary between the two groups. The parties finally reached agreement on February 11, 1937 on a one page agreement that recognized the UAW as the exclusive bargaining representative for GM’s employees who were members of the union for the next six months.

As short as this agreement was, it gave the UAW instant legitimacy. The UAW capitalized on that opportunity, signing up 100,000 GM employees and building the Union’s strength through grievance strikes. In the next year the UAW saw its membership grow from 30,000 to 500,000 members. Members came joined from other car manufacturers such as Ford causing the entire industry to rapidly unionize. As later noted by the BBC, "the strike was heard 'round the world".
Primary Source:

William Knudsen to Homer Martin, January 1, 1937

Introduction

In a widely circulated letter issued just one day after the Flint sit-down strike began, William S. Knudsen, GM's executive vice president and Alfred P. Sloan's right-hand man, answered UAW President Homer Martin's request for a meeting. A tall, heavy-set Dane who emigrated to the United States at the age of 20, Knudsen was a self-made, down-to-earth industrialist who reportedly refused to hire female secretaries so he wouldn't have to curb his tendency to curse up a storm. Soon after the strike ended, Knudsen became GM's president. He would later go on to direct the federal government's massive weapon's production program during World War II. Although this letter was addressed to Martin, Knudsen was clearly trying to win the battle over public opinion about the sit-down strike.

This is in reply to your request for a meeting addressed jointly to the president and to the executive vice president of General Motors corporation.

On Dec. 22, 1936, upon receipt of your letter of Dec. 21, I invited you to come by my office for a personal interview and at the time informed you and your secretary-treasurer that in accordance with the operating policy of General Motors corporation the matters you wished to discuss should be taken up with the individual plant managers, and if necessary with the general managers having jurisdiction in the location involved.

You say in your letter "Bona fide collective bargaining is the only workable instrument for the establishment of satisfactory relationships between employers and employe[e]s." General Motors corporation accepts the principle of collective bargaining and desires to maintain satisfactory relations with all of its employe[e]s, regardless of union or non-union affiliation.

To this end it has established a procedure under which employe[e]s may bargain collectively with management. This procedure, dated Aug. 15, 1934, is well known to employe[e]s and when you were in my office I showed a copy of it to you.

Obviously with plants located in 35 separate communities in 14 states with more than 200,000 employe[e]s, necessarily operating under a variety of conditions peculiar to the manufacturing of the products in which they are engaged, grievances of individuals or groups of individuals can only be handled locally where the employe[e]s and the plant management are familiar with local conditions as well as with the basic general policies of the corporation concerning employe[e] relations.

Certainly there is nothing in this common-sense arrangement which is inconsistent with bona fide collective bargaining, in fact it promotes bona fide collective bargaining.

On the contrary, what has occurred? Seven plants of General Motors are now idle as a result of strikes or shut downs caused by the United Automobile Workers.

The jobs of more than 135,000 men are imperiled, most of them through no fault of their own. They and their families stand to lose more than $1,000,000 in wages from General Motors.

How many other thousands are now or will be thrown out of work and deprived of wages as a result of these strikes in our plants is impossible to forecast.

The union leaders say they want collective bargaining. General Motors corporation recognizes collective bargaining. It has provided appropriate machinery for it, but each of these plants was shut down by the union against the wishes of a great majority of its employe[e]s, without any attempt on the part of the union to bargain collectively before the sit-downs occurred.

Obviously the managers of these plants cannot bargain collectively with the representatives of a fraction of their employe[e]s if these representatives themselves refuse to bargain collectively before a shut-down is called.

Yet that is exactly what has happened in each instance. The union itself has refused to bargain collectively and has made real collective bargaining impossible by exercising coercion before the bargaining begins.

[Knudsen then briefly discusses two GM sit-down strikes that had recently taken place in Kansas City, Missouri, Cleveland, Ohio. In both instances he claimed that a minority of workers shut down the plants without attempting to collectively bargain.]

Take Fisher plant No. 1 at Flint. Here again a meeting between the management and the union was scheduled for Monday, January 4, but Wednesday night, before that meeting could take place, the second shift sat down and caused Fisher plant No. 1 to close, throwing out of work 7,000 men. Over 1,000 are still in the plant.

Take Fisher plant No. 2 at Flint. Two men were transferred from one job to another. Without warning, or any attempt to negotiate their cases, and without regard for collective bargaining, less than 50 men sat down and forced this plant to close, 200 idle men remaining inside and 1,000 men idle in total.

. . .The record cited above shows how little regard union representatives have for real collective bargaining. Sit-downs are strikes. Such strikers are clearly trespassing and violators of the law of the land.

We cannot have bonafide collective bargaining with sit-down strikers in illegal possession of plants. Collective bargaining cannot be justified if one party having seized the plant, holds a gun at the other party's head.

. . .In so far as your organization represents such strikers, I would suggest as a preliminary first step toward bargaining with the plant managers, that you order your members to vacate the plants as a condition precedent to a discussion of any alleged grievances. . . .

Source:
Flint Journal (1 Jan 1937), 4.

PATCO

The PATCO Strike of 1981 drastically changed the way union workers operate.  Before 1981, workers did not have much control and were timid in asking for better benefits and working conditions.  Workers have grown because of this strike, and now have a large amount of power over their employers. However, the power of the PATCO union was severely weakened. Since this strike, many unions have disappeared and only a small amount still have a strong impact on society today. 

PATCO is the Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization, which is responsible for regulating America’s skies.  The air traffic controllers have the duty of making sure each flight pattern does not intersect with other flight patterns.  This is an important job to secure the safety for airlines across the country.  The union’s pay rate and hours are determined by the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA).  "The safe and efficient use of the navigable airspace is a primary objective of the FAA" ("About"). They are responsible for the technology provided for the air traffic controllers and also assign the use of air space throughout the country.

Struggles between PATCO and the FAA first started in 1968 and really erupted when the air traffic controllers went on strike.  PATCO members felt as if the FAA was doing an inadequate job controlling the conditions of the workplace for the air traffic controllers.  The controllers were looking for better conditions that would entail, fewer hours, higher wages, and improved equipment and they even wanted to receive more appreciation for the work they were doing. Before the strike in 1981, the controllers were working 40-hour workdays over five days. They were demanding that it be reduced to a four day, 32-hour workweek. At the time of the strike, the air traffic controller’s wages spanned from $20,462 to $49,229, and they were asking for an increase of $10,000 per year (Manning).  Finally the controllers wanted to be offered retirement after 20 years of service with a full pension plan. The cost of changes they were asking for came with a 770 million dollar price tag. The controllers believed that they deserved new conditions due to the amount of stress that their job requires.

The FAA failed to comply with these demands for several reasons.  Being a branch of the government, the FAA was not supplied with enough money to raise the wages of the employees and at the same time supply the controllers with new technological equipment, which was extremely costly.  It was also important to the FAA that air traffic controllers worked more hours because there were very few workers with enough training to perform at an acceptable level.  This is important for American transportation, because high skill is integral in keeping the skies safe and accident free. 

These conflicting interests and availability of money resulted in the PATCO members going on strike.   More than 13,500 air traffic controllers decided to go on strike. This posed a huge threat, because without air traffic controllers, flying became incredibly dangerous. Government officials felt it was necessary for them to step in and take control of the situation and end the strike immediately. President Ronald Reagan threatened to fire all air traffic controllers that did not return to the job within forty-eight hours from the beginning of the strike. Of these 13,500 workers that went on strike, only 1,650 of them decided to return to work. President Reagan fired the remaining 11,650 controllers, which was 70% of the workforce. On August 4th, there was a scheduled 14,000 flights and out of those flights, 6,000 of them had to be canceled. Ultimately, with the controllers on strike the government funding froze the FAA’s funding of about 3.5 million dollars (Bucher). 

As a result from the strike, employees, that were re-hired, decided to form a new union called the National Air Traffic Controllers Association.  Their job was to make sure the FAA regulated the pay, hours, and technology available to air traffic controllers.  They also had the job of preventing the FAA from becoming a monopoly. Workers argued that due to large amounts of stress, higher pay and fewer hours are important to reduce the stress as much as possible.  The PATCO Strike came to a close when the FAA refused to compromise with the air traffic controllers.  In a recent essay on the strike Rebecca Pels says, “The FAA’s handling of the strike is the most obvious proof of its outlook.  Rather than reopen talks, the FAA instead maintained air travel using an overworked, under trained, skeletal workforce.  It, too, denied the legitimacy of workers’ grievances, refused to negotiate working conditions, and dismissed the strikers as ‘chronic complainers and crybabies.’”

The PATCO Strike of 1981 brought many workplace issues to the public’s concern. These issues included better wages, better retirement, improved equipment, and fewer working hours. Although the strike did not conclude with a compromise or settlement between the air traffic controllers and the Federal Aviation Administration much was learned from this conflict. Management realized that the common worker was being treated unfairly and would not stand for this kind of treatment much longer. Also management realized that in order to keep their workers they would have to at least make some changes in their employee’s salaries, working conditions, and benefits, and increase safety within the workplace. Since 1981, workers have gained much respect and now feel more secure in asking for higher pay and better working conditions. “Management is going to have to recognize all of these issues and have a much more compromising attitude with their union members” (Bucher). This was demonstrated and made known for the first time through the PATCO Strike of 1981. Even though this strike only lasted forty-eight hours, it made a major impact in empowering employees. This strike gave many other workers the courage to fight for what they want. Although today many of the issues of the PATCO strike of 1981 are still controversial and a problem today in the air traffic controller business, working conditions have been improved. The PATCO Strike of 1981 was a backbone for the movement towards worker's rights and played a large role in helping to bring about change within working conditions. Although unions have been weakened and no longer play a huge role in bargaining for workers' rights, since the strike, the workers themselves have gained power.
Primary Source:

After Reagan issued his pronouncement on August 3, 1981, he gave a press conference. His opening statement was unique:

Let me make one thing plain. I respect the right of workers in the private sector to strike. Indeed, as president of my own union, I led the first strike ever called by that union. I guess I’m maybe the first one to ever hold this office who is a lifetime member of an AFL – CIO union. But we cannot compare labor-management relations in the private sector with government. Government cannot close down the assembly line. It has to provide without interruption the protective services which are government’s reason for being.

It was in recongition of this that the Congress passed a law forbidding strikes by government employees against the public safety. Let me read the solemn oath taken by each of these employees, a sworn affidavit, when they accepted their jobs: “I am not participating in any strike against the Government of the United States or any agency thereof, and I will not so participate while an employee of the Government of the United States or any agency thereof.”

It is for this reason that I must tell those who fail to report for duty this morning they are in violation of the law, and if they do not report for work within 48 hours, they have forfeited their jobs and will be terminated.

