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    For my grandparents, George W. Johnson and Nancy Stolz Johnson. You were always on my side.

And for all the workers of the world.






I never thought in terms of fear. I thought in terms of justice.

—EMMA TENAYUCA

What labor wants is land for the landless, produce to the producer, tools to the toiler—and death to wage slavery.

—LUCY PARSONS

Pray for the dead, and fight like hell for the living.

—MARY “MOTHER JONES” HARRIS








FOREWORD

Sara Nelson, International President, Association of Flight Attendants-CWA


No matter what the fight, don’t be ladylike! God almighty made women and the Rockefeller gang of thieves made the ladies.

—MOTHER JONES



From the moment I read Kim’s work the first time, I knew Mother Jones would have loved her.

I remember clicking a link to an article “What a Labor Union Is and How It Works,” only to discover that it was inside the pages of Teen Vogue. In between pieces about style and pop culture was a story explaining unions to teenagers.

I thought it must have been a fluke, but then Kim kept publishing stories about how workers had built—and still could build—power. Kim’s stories created something I had never seen anywhere as I was coming of age in the “greed is good” years of the eighties: a sense that worker power wasn’t just achievable, but cool.

By the time Kim made waves in the labor movement with her piece “Everything You Need to Know about General Strikes,” I was hooked.

As a flight attendant, I’ve spent my career in one of the most densely organized sectors of our economy. While aviation as a whole is dominated by men, flight attendants are nearly 80 percent women. Many of the workers who join our ranks have never been union members, and many—like me when I started—know nothing about unions.

The people who founded our union were women. For decades, you could be a flight attendant only if you were an unmarried woman with no children who was younger than thirty-two. (Ironically, it was our union who fought for men to be able to hold these jobs.) Even in the mid-’90s, the Association of Flight Attendants leaders around me early in my career were nearly all women, representing an array of national origins, races, sexual orientations, and gender identities. These are the people who taught me about solidarity, power, the humility and responsibility required when representing others, and the smarts demanded for every single fight. But as I looked at our broader labor movement, I saw so few women, people of color, and LGBTQ+ workers in leadership. Even in unions where women and people of color dominated the profession, it was common to find men holding most of the senior positions.

Growing up, I never heard anyone tell me I could hold power in the workplace. So every time I saw another piece of Kim’s work in Teen Vogue, I celebrated. Millions of young women—tweens, teens, and twentysomethings—would follow a magazine they looked to for life advice and find features about how they had the power to grab the reins of our economy in their own hands.

It’s a power that took me years to really understand, and one I’m still learning about today. I was raised in a union family, but it wasn’t talked about. In early-eighties America, Wall Street was king and unions were enemy number one. I didn’t learn about unions around the dinner table, and I certainly didn’t learn about them in school.

In my first week as a flight attendant, my flying partner pulled me aside. She said, “Listen. Management thinks of us as their wives or their mistresses. Either way, they hold us in contempt. Your only place of worth is with your flying partners. Wear your union pin and if we stick together, there’s nothing we can’t accomplish.”

During my more than twenty-five years in this uniform, I’ve seen over and over the truth of those words. I’ve spread that message of the power in our unity whenever I could, from new-hire training to organizing drives and contract fights. And I’ve loved it every time I saw the light of solidarity come on in a flight attendant’s eyes.

But what if workers entered the workforce knowing not just what unions were but that women, people of color, and anyone defined as “different” could and should play a leading role in our workplaces, our unions, and our democracy?

Kim’s work—introducing the next generation to the labor movement and to the power we hold when we join together in unions—became a staple of my reading. In the topics she chose and how she brought them to life, I could tell she was someone special. But all the reading in the world couldn’t prepare me for the force of nature I would meet and come to call my friend.

It wasn’t the first time we met (she had interviewed me a few months before at a restaurant in D.C.), but I’ll always remember meeting Kim for dinner in the summer of 2019. I was in Philadelphia to participate in Netroots Nation, an annual convention of organizers, activists, and all sorts of people who are fighting to make our world a better place. Kim had agreed to moderate a panel titled “Is It Time for a General Strike?” and everyone on the panel was getting together to meet beforehand.

I walked up to a Chinese restaurant, and there Kim was.

I had just finished her piece in Allure magazine titled “How to Keep Up Your Skin-Care and Self-Care Routines During Workplace Bargaining,” a practical piece of reading for everyone involved in activism and workplace action. But where the author of a piece like that might be expected to present a more conventional figure, Kim cut against the grain.

She was wearing her trademark all black, in a leather jacket covered in buttons and patches, with piercings and visible tattoos. Her hair was immaculate in two impossibly long braids. She was like a heavy metal Princess Leia standing on a corner in the birthplace of our democracy.

In more than two years since, I’ve been fortunate to spend time with Kim, not just on a panel stage in hotel conference rooms, but in dive bars in different cities and on picket lines with striking workers.

In April 2021, I visited my labor family in Alabama, where mine workers had gone on strike to demand many of the same working conditions Mother Jones had helped them organize around nearly a century before, only this time not just against coal barons but also the hedge funds that dial up their greed. And, of course, Kim was there.

I’ve had the incredible opportunity to work closely with the United Mine Workers of America in recent years—coming out for each other’s fights and learning the history of our labor movement by traveling with the union to historic places of labor struggles or labor tragedies like the Ludlow Massacre, the Farmington mine disaster, and the hollers of West Virginia like Cabin Creek, where radical labor leaders were born and raised in company housing. I’ve been blessed to call their president, Cecil Roberts, a dear friend, and listen to him tell firsthand stories of Mother Jones as told by his mother and grandmother. In the early days of these gatherings, rank-and-file workers sometimes looked at me funny when I showed up in their union halls and at their rallies, wondering who this blond flight attendant was and what she was doing there. In no time at all, though, we bonded in our common experience of mourning those we’ve lost at work and “fighting like hell” for those of us living.

I remember introducing Kim to the Warrior Met miners. She was there with a cameraperson to capture video and report on their strike. If she’s an arresting figure on a bustling Philly street corner, in a park deep in the woods of rural Alabama, Kim really stands out.

But it took no time at all for her to be adopted. Because the thing that shines through when you spend time with her is her empathy, her genuine curiosity, and her fierce, unwavering working-class solidarity.

The most recent time I visited those same miners, still on strike months later, Kim had become their family, just as I consider her mine. Her reporting on the Warrior Met strike has been extensive and incisive. At a time when the media often loses interest soon after the picket lines go up, Kim has doggedly followed the story.

I wasn’t surprised the miners took to Kim just as I had. Kim is not someone Rockefeller and his gang of thieves would ever call “ladylike,” but she’s someone Mother Jones would embrace as a woman and a sister in the struggle.

Kim is fierce. Kim is fearless. Kim is tough. Kim is authentic. But to me the thing that shines the brightest when I think of Kim is her blazing empathy. When Kim talks to you, she’s not imposing her own judgments, she’s seeking to understand who you are and what makes you do what you do. She has a writer’s intellectual curiosity and a reporter’s nose for the truth, and it shows in this book.

Everything that makes Kim Kim—her tenacity, her clarity of purpose, her curiosity, her generosity, her empathy—shines through in this book.

Most important, to me, this book continues the work I first read in the pages of Teen Vogue.

Through powerful, human writing, Kim tells the stories that are so often left out of the history of American labor. In bringing forward the stories of the rebels and rabble-rousers whom the “official” history wants us to forget, Kim doesn’t just balance our history—she opens labor to the present.

When our image of a union worker is a middle-aged (usually white) man in a hard hat, millions of workers never even imagine themselves participating in workplace democracy, much less seeking to form or lead unions themselves.

In Fight Like Hell, Kim throws wide the doors to inspire all of us to seize power for ourselves by showing how—yesterday and today—the oppressed and overlooked, the outcasts and the misfits, shaped history.

While there are many who wish we would forget, Kim’s thrilling and incisive look at our history reminds us of a fundamental truth: the labor movement belongs to all of us.






PROLOGUE

The first time I met Jennifer Bates, she was almost as nervous as I was. One of us had racked up a decent amount of on-camera experience by then, but you wouldn’t have guessed who. She was dressed in a royal blue blouse and black overcoat, her hair and makeup impeccable, as I trailed behind her in my grubby Carhartt jacket and braids. It was a moody gray day in early February 2021, and I’d just arrived in Alabama for my first big reporting trip since the COVID-19 pandemic hit a year prior. I hadn’t left Philadelphia for more than a year, and I was still a little rattled at the notion of getting up close and personal with anyone, but figured that holding interviews outside on a park bench was the best-case scenario given the circumstances. A digital media nonprofit called More Perfect Union had sent me down there to cover a story that was developing in an Amazon warehouse a few miles down the road, in a struggling town called Bessemer.

Once an industrial powerhouse known as the “Marvel City,” Bessemer had fallen down on its luck with the decline of manufacturing in the area. Alabama’s $7.25 minimum wage made it difficult for workers to turn their noses up at any kind of work that paid a little better, and Amazon’s promise of $15 an hour appeared to be a step up from what was currently on offer. It wasn’t until the warehouse opened in March 2020—just as the pandemic had begun its death march—that the people hired to spend their days inside the concrete behemoth began to realize what exactly it was that they had signed up for, and realized they needed to do something about it, together.

By the summer, the workers there had decided to unionize. If successful, their union would be a first for Amazon’s sprawling U.S. operations and, as the labor faithful hoped, would also be a shot across the bow for the hundreds of thousands of workers toiling in the company’s 110 other U.S. warehouse facilities. Past efforts to organize at Amazon had had mixed results; though Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos and his C-suite lieutenants cracked down on the mere hint of organizing wherever possible, small gains had sneaked through here and there, and the workers relished their tastes of collective power. It was a given that it would take something big and bold and visionary to finally crack Amazon’s seemingly impenetrable armor, but all of a sudden it seemed as though that moment was upon us. And it was being led by a group of middle-aged Black warehouse workers in a struggling Alabama exurb whose union-town roots ran as deep as the coal mines outside its borders.

Other journalists have been adeptly covering the corporation, its myriad offenses, and its hollow ethics for years, but this time, I would be one of the first reporters on the ground digging deeper into the story. My elastic schedule as a freelancer and willingness to travel south during a pandemic worked in my favor, and Amazon’s infamously secretive labor practices made it all the more enticing. I had been hired to narrate and produce video coverage—a step outside my usual writing—and the added layer of complexity was irresistible. This particular story was fascinating on so many levels, too, and so potentially significant for labor’s future that I couldn’t turn it down, even if I was anxious. I couldn’t have predicted then how huge the campaign would become, or how much of my own life would come to revolve around its ups and downs. My biggest priority that day was to find out what Jennifer Bates and her coworkers wanted the rest of us to know about their will to win.

We exchanged pleasantries in the union hall’s parking lot for a moment before piling back into our respective vehicles and heading over to Birmingham’s Civil Rights District to scout interview locations. Jennifer was a striking, soft-spoken woman, armed with a steely resolve that was immediately apparent through her initial shyness. I could sense that she was deeply kind, but also not inclined to suffer fools. As we walked through a park that abutted the famous Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, where four little Black girls had been murdered by the Ku Klux Klan just a few years before Jennifer was born, we passed by statues of slavering police dogs and terrified Black children. Her black coat billowed in the wind beneath the watchful eye of a statue of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. History was alive in that park, and in that city, and in the campaign that Bates and her coworkers had launched. The Civil Rights leader’s final earthly action before his life was extinguished by a sniper’s bullet, after all, had been in service to labor, rallying a crowd of striking unionized sanitation workers in Memphis, Tennessee.

Bates emphasized that connection once the camera started rolling, too; Dr. King was a union man, and the Amazon workers of Bessemer saw themselves as following in his footsteps on the long road toward justice. Like him, Bates was guided by her faith; as the union election edged closer, she let go of her worries, and left it up to God. “If it is meant to be, God is gonna make sure it comes to pass—and if it doesn’t, then there was something in there that we should have learned,” she later told me in a March interview for Vox. “We are supposed to learn out of it.”

Bates grew up in Marion, Alabama, a small city about an hour-and-a-half drive from Bessemer. Despite its humble stature, Marion occupies an outsized role in Civil Rights history: in 1965, a Black man named Jimmie Lee Jackson was shot and killed by Alabama state trooper James Bonard Fowler during a Civil Rights protest. His killing inspired the first Selma-to-Montgomery march, and King spoke at Jackson’s funeral. Bates was born eight years later. Always a hard worker, by thirteen Bates was picking okra in a neighbor’s field for a few dollars a week, and her first legal job, at a Hardee’s, came at sixteen. She eventually married and made her way north to South Philadelphia, but she later returned to Alabama, where she worked in restaurants, in retail, as a 911 and police dispatcher, and in factories making automobile parts. Through all those hours and all that sweat, she had never quite gotten what she deserved.

I knew I was asking a lot from her that day. She was about to go on record about the conditions that had driven her and her coworkers to go up against one of the most powerful companies in the world, whose economic might was inconceivable, whose reputation for cruelty and retaliation was legendary, and whose political power seemed absolute. I was just there to bear witness. Her story would soon become national news, her face would soon grace the pages of major publications, and her struggle would inspire millions, but right then, it was just her and me, sitting on a park bench, talking about the pain in her legs and the fire in her heart. As the old saying goes, the cause of labor is the hope of the world, and as we spoke, that hope shined hard in Bates’s deep brown eyes. I could feel the heat roll off of her words as she spoke.

No great labor leader works alone, and Bates was no exception. Her coworker Darryl Richardson was there too that day, telling me in his soft drawl about the grueling conditions and pervasive feeling of unfairness that had led him to take action. Like Bates, he had had prior experience with unions, and had seen firsthand the impact they could have on righting wrongs and pushing for change in a flawed workplace. After some quick Googling, Richardson placed the fateful call that ended up drawing a small army of Retail Wholesale and Department Store Union (RWDSU) organizers down to Bessemer, and launched one of the most-watched, hardest-fought union election campaigns in recent U.S. history. A gentle man with a warm heart, he took the campaign personally, and had made the forty-odd- minute drive from his home in Tuscaloosa to the Amazon warehouse in Bessemer and then to the RWDSU union hall in downtown Birmingham more times than he could remember.

The footage from those interviews ended up in a series of videos that racked up millions of views, and drew attention from the political elite. More importantly, organizers in Bessemer sent them around to the workers themselves to help counteract Amazon’s merciless anti-union propaganda. The media alone cannot win a union election, but organizers did appreciate being able to use it as a corrective or to add additional context during conversations with workers. They faced an uphill battle; by the time I arrived, Amazon had already spent months plastering anti-union banners throughout the warehouse, sending anti-union messages to workers’ personal phones, and even hanging flyers in the same bathroom stalls that workers barely had time to visit during their backbreaking ten-hour shifts. Far worse, Amazon had taken to forcing workers to attend captive-audience meetings, in which their high-priced “union avoidance” consultants sang the company’s praises and lectured them about the evils of organized labor. Those who challenged their talking points or spoke up in favor of the union were kicked out, or targeted with one-on-one lectures on the shop floor. Somehow, this was all perfectly legal under the United States’ toothless labor laws, and as would become apparent later, it had a chilling effect on the campaign.

But as the media attention began to increase, more workers became comfortable with the idea of speaking out publicly, and momentum began to build. What began as a trickle turned into a flood, as the Bessemer union drive picked up steam and journalists from around the country and across the globe parachuted into Greater Birmingham to sniff out their slice of the story. I kept coming back, making three trips in as many months and invariably plotting ways to return as soon as I left. More workers took the microphone, like Emmit Ashford and Linda Burns; organizers like Michael “Big Mike” Foster, a veteran poultry plant worker and shop steward who became a beloved figure and was eventually hired by the union, had their moment in the sun, too.

The Amazon union drive became front-page news, and when the campaign finally came to an end and the votes began to be counted, no less than the New York Times even saw fit to run a vote tracker with live updates. The momentum felt unstoppable heading into the final count; the weekend before, Senator Bernie Sanders and rapper/activist Killer Mike had traveled to Alabama to whip up enthusiasm for the union, and as the deadline neared, all eyes were on Bessemer.

Despite the massive roadblocks in their way, after seeing everything that Jennifer and Darryl and everyone else had poured into this election, after witnessing firsthand the excitement and energy around it, after meeting the dozens of locals and out-of-towners alike who had dedicated months of their time to boosting the union drive, after reading the coverage around it and doing my own reporting for months, I couldn’t fathom that they wouldn’t win.

But then… they didn’t. When the final tally came out, Amazon had prevailed, besting the union by a wide margin. The effort had been a moonshot at first, but Jennifer Bates and the other pro-union workers at that Bessemer warehouse had bought their tickets anyway, and taken the ride as far as they could. They fell short this time, but the fight would not stop there. RWDSU immediately filed almost two dozen objections against Amazon with the National Labor Relations Board, alleging a bevy of unfair labor practices. As I write this, a rerun of the election is coming up quick, and I’m preparing for my next trip to Alabama.

When I spoke to Bates the day after the vote tally came out, she made it clear that she and her coworkers weren’t ready to back down. She didn’t try to mask her disappointment or her suspicions of Amazon using dirty tactics to undermine the election. But most clear was her enduring hope, the same determination and faith that I’d seen when we first met. She wasn’t nervous this time, either. Since those first few interviews in February, she has given hundreds more, appeared in front of dozens of cameras, spoken at countless meetings with her coworkers, met with celebrities and politicians, and testified in front of Congress. The David-and-Goliath fight that consumed her time and attention for months never consumed her spirit; that, she gave freely and abundantly to the cause, like so many other labor leaders before her. Jennifer Bates was a woman with nothing left to fear but her creator, and as far as she was concerned, Jeff Bezos was a mere speck of dust beneath her sandals.



As I write this in my bedroom in South Philly, it’s been only a few months since the Amazon vote. The wounds are still fresh, but the impact of what those workers accomplished has already reverberated throughout the labor movement, and set an incredibly important precedent. Someone had to be the first, and now the next group of workers who decide to take a moonshot of their own and go toe-to-toe with a giant will get even closer. That’s how we’ve gotten here, and how we know there is still so much farther to go. It’s the constant work of progress and revolution, that constant pushing forward, farther, and farther still. It’s the unfinished business of centuries of fighters and thinkers and dreamers; each subsequent generation brings us just a little bit closer, until we can finally see liberation in the distance just ahead.

I’ve been lucky. I grew up in a firmly working-class, blue-collar, union household. My dad, grandpa, and uncles all worked construction. My granddad was a millwright; my grandma was a teacher. While it mostly faded into the wallpaper, the union was a constant presence in my home, as much a part of our lives as my dad’s gray pickup truck or the pine trees out back. I remember the times when my dad was on strike, and how we had to tighten our belts until the dispute was resolved and he was back on his regular pay. I remember when in 2011 he went to the state capitol to protest Wisconsin governor Scott Walker’s oppressive right-to-work law, and how, when my mom got sick and her surgery bills topped the quarter-million mark, the health insurance his union provided kept us from going bankrupt.

Of course I also remember him complaining about how so-and-so at his local was a real piece of work and long, boring union meetings, which is funny to think about now that I’ve been to literally hundreds of them myself. My dad’s never been good at sitting still, though, so I don’t blame him for that. Sure, he might not have liked the less exciting parts of union membership, but he instilled in me the unshakable idea that the union was a good thing to have—and that when your boss was doing you wrong, you could count on the union to have your back. Every worker deserves to feel that way, and yet thanks to forces beyond their control, so many continue to be denied that protection at Amazon and in countless other workplaces across the U.S.

In the following pages, I’m going to introduce you to many more versions of Jennifer Bates, who have made waves across class and gender and race and time. Not all of them have made it into the history books; in fact, most of them were left out entirely, through no fault of their own. There are precious few history books that focus on labor at all, and the stories of poor and working-class women, Black people, Latino people, Indigenous people, Asian and Pacific Islander people, immigrants of all backgrounds, religious minorities, queer and trans people, disabled people, the sex workers and undocumented people whose work is criminalized, and people who are incarcerated seldom get top billing when it’s time to publish. It’s a damned shame, too, because those are the very people who had the most to lose, yet have found it within themselves to give more and fight harder than anyone else.

Fight Like Hell does not pretend to be a fully comprehensive, nuts-and-bolts, blow-by-blow account of the entire U.S. labor movement from start to end. Rather, this book is focused on the stories not previously told in this context, or that have been relegated to footnotes in much more expansive volumes. Every story is a labor story, and every labor story invariably builds on years—if not centuries—of previous organizing victories and failures. As I started outlining the first few chapters for this thing, I found myself gravitating toward industries with very long histories, like agriculture, mining, and manufacturing; jobs that were and still are physically demanding, whose workers have been stigmatized in some way, reduced to harmful stereotypes, or ignored altogether.

The book jumps around among different eras and areas and industries. You’ll see that there are many threads tying the stories together, but in some cases I just came across something that I thought was too cool to leave out. You’ll probably notice some pretty big omissions, too, and while I would have liked to include every single industry and profession possible, I had only so much time and so many words. For example, the history of labor struggles in health care, education, media, sports, and nonprofit work have shaped our world in incalculably important ways, and have been brilliantly covered by authors like Sarah Jaffe, Maximillian Alvarez, Gabriel Winant, Micah Uetricht, Britni de la Cretaz, Elizabeth Catte, Steven Greenhouse, and many others. There has also been a ton of incredible reporting done around organizing efforts in the tech industry and by app-based workers in the so-called gig economy, as as well as high-profile and much-deserved wins in the digital media world, where I first got involved in labor (Vice Union forever!). With this book, I sought to make space for stories that don’t always get as much coverage, and for people whose incredible contributions to the cause have been forgotten by history.

These workers have always been essential, but this country has often failed to recognize the value in their lives as well as their labor. In 2020 and 2021, when the COVID-19 pandemic pushed workers onto the front lines and pushed the economy—and the social fabric of the United States in general—to a breaking point, sick-outs, public calls for support, wildcat strikes, and militant action dominated the labor landscape. Millions were either left jobless or thrust into contact with a deadly disease without adequate protection. Workers whose labor keeps society running—the janitors and cleaning staff, the farmworkers and meatpackers, the grocery store workers and public transit operators, the delivery drivers and Postal Service workers—were given no choice but to work through a plague. They deserved every iota of praise they received, but it shouldn’t have taken a global health crisis for the government to start taking their needs seriously.

So many of these workers newly recognized as “essential” toiled in industries that lack labor protections, were not and still have not been paid a livable wage, still cannot access affordable health care, and are still disenfranchised by a deeply flawed system that places people of color and undocumented workers at increased risk, whether there’s a pandemic raging or not. People incarcerated in jails and prisons were forced to manufacture masks, gowns, and hand sanitizer for use outside the walls, even as the virus turned these grim facilities into death traps, and many there have had to dig graves for those who were lost to its grip. Those in the medical field—doctors, nurses, hospital technicians, hospital janitors and laundry workers, funeral home owners and morticians—were placed in extreme danger by personal protective equipment shortages. The entire affair exposed the rotten, hazardous conditions that have been allowed to fester thanks to capitalist cruelty and federal malfeasance, and by hitting the streets and raising the alarm, workers are now fighting back.

Now it seems workers are imagining a better way, and looking to the past for inspiration. Pro-union sentiment rose to 68 percent in September 2021, the highest that mark has been since 1965 (the beginning of a period of tremendous progress for labor, as you’ll read later). And 4.4 million Americans quit their jobs that same month—3 percent of the entire labor force, all at once. “The Great Resignation,” as it was called, looked to be more of an inflection point than a temporary bump in the road—and potentially the chance for a new bargain between capital and labor.

The United States’ labor laws are outdated, the National Labor Relations Board is still a husk of itself, understaffed and weakened after decades of neglect—and yet, there is a great and mighty wave of organizing happening regardless. From fast food to education to museums to mines to digital media to tech, workers in industry after industry are taking control, forcing bosses to the table, and fighting for their piece of the pie. There is a vibrant, vital sense of urgency now, exacerbated by mounting crises and underpinned by historic levels of unemployment and economic inequality. Something’s got to give.

One of my favorite historical labor figures, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, the famed rebel girl whom Joe Hill sang about and a formidable union organizer in her own right, hit the nail on the head way back in the nineteenth century while discussing the need to keep political and social justice demands on the same level as so-called bread-and-butter economic issues. In her words: “What is a labour victory? I maintain that it is a twofold thing. Workers must gain economic advantage, but they must also gain revolutionary spirit, in order to achieve a complete victory. For workers to gain a few cents more a day, a few minutes less a day, and go back to work with the same psychology, the same attitude toward society, is to achieve a temporary gain and not a lasting victory.”

Every worker today stands on the shoulders of giants, people you will meet here like Lucy Parsons, Cesar Chavez, Bayard Rustin, Eugene V. Debs, and Walter Reuther. But others remain unfamiliar to the average working person, and could have never envisioned the world we’re in now. Some things haven’t changed; bad bosses and capitalist bloodsuckers continue to do their best to keep boots on our necks and their hands in our wallets. But imagine trying to explain Silicon Valley to Big Bill Haywood, or getting A. Philip Randolph to understand how algorithms and robots are running Amazon warehouse workers ragged. Most people won’t even recognize their names in the first place, which is exactly why we need to get that radical history into people’s hands now.

Even if some of these labor leaders and rank-and-file firebrands have been forgotten or written out of history, the work they did, the battles they fought, and the fires they lit mattered. They deserve to be recognized just as much as we recognize the work of our current generation of labor icons-to-be. The indomitable Ms. Bates may be one of a kind, but she is also part of a long lineage of working-class heroes who, when faced with injustice and oppression, stood up, looked their bosses dead in the eye, and said, enough. It’s on each and every one of us to carry the torch forward. As she would tell you herself, “Burn, let it burn.”






1 THE TRAILBLAZERS



We must have money; a father’s debts are to be paid, an aged mother to be supported, a brother’s ambition to be aided and so the factories are supplied. Is this to act from free will? Is this freedom? To my mind it is slavery.

—SARAH BAGLEY, NINETEENTH-CENTURY LABOR LEADER



There is no one location or event that can lay a definitive claim to the founding of the American labor movement, but what is certain is the enormous debt it owes to women. Many of the crucial early battles between labor and capital have been swept aside or lost to history for lack of documentation—or, perhaps, a lack of interest in the many instances in which men did not play a lead role. In the late nineteenth century, early labor organizations like the Knights of Labor and the Industrial Workers of the World welcomed women workers into their ranks, but their relatively inclusive outlook made them outliers in the broader labor landscape. For centuries, the idea of women performing waged labor was restricted to the poor and working classes, and was a downright radical notion for those higher up the social ladder. At the turn of the century, “ladies” were still expected to stay home, marry as soon as possible, tend to the household, raise children, and be a helpmeet to their husbands. Coventry Patmore’s immensely popular poem, “The Angel in the House,” outlined this ideal in lines of clunky, purpled verse that idolized the sacrifice and utter devotion of his dear little wife (who, like so many others, probably had few other options available to her than to fawn over a self-important man in exchange for financial and social stability):


Man must be pleased; but him to please

Is woman’s pleasure; down the gulf

Of his condoled necessities

She casts her best, she flings herself.



During the Victorian era, in the words of Bowling Green University’s Dr. Susan M. Cruea, “Upper- and middle-class women’s choices were limited to marriage and motherhood, or spinsterhood.” For middle- or upper-class women, nearly any deviation from this norm was viewed as socially suspect unless the woman became a governess for a wealthier family (and even then, people would talk). For those who could afford it, domestic work like cooking, cleaning, child-rearing, and the endless drudgery of laundry was outsourced to hired help. The poor and working-class women they hired also shouldered the burden of those tasks for their own households, their unpaid labor dismissed as essential but valueless “women’s work” (which, of course, remains an endemic issue a century later). Waged labor was seen as the exclusive realm of men, and for most middle- and upper-class women, the thought of earning money for their toil was wholly foreign; they had been raised to depend on their fathers, then their husbands, or whichever male family member was available (their own opinions on the matter notwithstanding). Self-determination and even basic education beyond appropriately ladylike pursuits like sewing and dancing were frowned upon by the upper crust. No proper lady would be caught dead asking to be paid for an honest day’s work. (Sex workers were a different story altogether, but given their low social standing and the criminalization of their labor, they could scarcely lay claim to being involved in “respectable” society).

Of course, these standards were applied specifically to native-born white women, whose status as a protected class separated their experiences from those of working-class women of color in the U.S.—particularly Black women, whose relationship with work in this country began with enslavement, violence, and forced labor. Following Emancipation, their lives were still often defined by exploitation, abuse, and wage theft. Whether held in bondage or living freely, Black women were expected to work from the moment they were old enough to hold a broom; white society could hardly be coaxed to recognize their basic humanity, let alone to shield them from harm in the workplace.

But these women were hardly alone. By the 1830s, the American genocide against Indigenous people had been well underway for decades, and the few Indigenous women allowed into the workforce were treated abominably. As immigration ramped up during the middle of the nineteenth century, women workers from other ethnic groups—including, but not limited to, Irish immigrants fleeing a colonial famine and Russian Jews seeking to escape brutal repression—were also targeted by the ruling class’s white supremacist paternalism, attuned to uphold the privilege of its housebound Victorian angels. But that restrictive social fabric quickly began to fray as the Industrial Revolution took flight. Middle-class white women, seeking autonomy and a stronger hand in the economic outcomes of their lives, began to seek work outside the home. And that demand for autonomy, as radical as it was back then, required radical action.

On a balmy spring 1824 day in Pawtucket, Rhode Island, 102 young women launched the country’s very first factory strike, and brought the city’s humming textile industry to a standstill. The day prior, eight local textile mills had jointly announced plans to extend their employees’ already grueling twelve-hour workday to fourteen, and to slash wages for weavers, the workers who operated the power looms upon which the mills’ cloth production depended. The factory’s owners targeted the weavers, all between the ages of fifteen and thirty, specifically because of a belief that they were naturally docile, and would accept this latest affront to their dignity without question.

They could not have been less correct in their assumption. Not only did those same disenfranchised, overworked young women orchestrate the strike, but similar bands of workers would go on to do the same in other mill towns across New England and the Northeast throughout the nineteenth century.

Joined by several hundred of their male coworkers as well as sympathetic members of the public, the women blockaded the mills’ entrances and loudly declared their intention to stay out of work until the new orders were rescinded. Back then the word “strike” was still alien in this context, so these women instead described their actions—walking off the job to protest management decisions—as a “turnout.” That Pawtucket turnout lasted for a week, during which the strikers blocked mill entrances, threw rocks at mill bosses’ mansions, and protested in the streets. The Pawtucket Journal breathlessly reported that a “tumultuous crowd” visited the “houses of the manufacturers, shouting, exclaiming and using every imaginable term of abuse and insult”; at one point, an unidentified party set fire to one of the mills. The fire rushed anxious mill owners to the negotiation table, and their offers of compromise officially ended the strike on June 3 of that year. The women of Pawtucket and their allies had won this first battle, but their “turnout” was just the opening salvo in a much longer war for textile workers’ rights.

One of those striking Pawtucket mills, Slater Mill, holds the distinction of being the country’s first cotton-spinning operation. Its England-born owner, Samuel Slater, had spent his early years working in a cotton mill, learning how its machinery operated and absorbing the cruel management tactics that underpinned Britain’s industrial boom. When he decamped to the U.S. in 1789, he arrived with a memorized cache of designs swiped from British industrialists like his mentor, Jedediah Strutt (an underhanded feat that earned him the nickname “Slater the Traitor” back home); he then sold them to Rhode Island industrialist Moses Brown, and began his own prodigious career in textiles. By 1793, Slater Mill was in full operation, staffed in part by local children aged between seven and thirteen years old. As the business expanded, Slater devised “the Rhode Island System,” hiring entire families en masse. His “system” proved both effective and influential. By 1860, more than half of the mill workers in all of Rhode Island were children. He initially sought out the children of unhoused or incarcerated people to build up his workforce, but finding them too costly to house and feed, he began to encourage local working-class families to quite literally bring their children to work with them instead.

Slater’s child laborers were paid between 40 and 60 cents (roughly $13 now) per week, and were expected to work up to sixteen hours per day. Lured by the promise of industrialization, thousands of families left their farms and flooded into mill towns across New England. Mill owners welcomed the influx of cheap labor, but as the machinery itself became larger and more complex, child labor became less viable. Instead, factory bosses turned to another pool of cheap, exploitable labor: young women.

By the time of the Pawtucket mill strike, their sisters of the loom had already been sweating away in mills across New England for more than a decade. Boston businessman Francis Cabot Lowell opened his first cotton mill in Waltham, Massachusetts, in 1814, and revolutionized the industry with a fully in-house production process that turned raw cotton bales into finished cloth ready to ship down South or overseas. He, like Samuel Slater, also toured England to learn the tricks of the trade. He was especially impressed by Edmund Cartwright’s power loom, a device that mechanized the textile-making process and allowed factories to vastly reduce their labor needs.

Lowell also recognized the terrible human cost of Britain’s industrial leap forward. He resolved that his facilities would operate differently than the “dark Satanic mills” William Blake described in one of his epic poems at the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, and that his workers would be treated morally. Compared with the way his peers operated, Lowell’s paternalistic goal was a fairly noble one, but of course the road to hell is paved with good intentions. In this instance, Lowell’s road led straight into the cacophonous purgatory of a nineteenth-century cotton mill.


THE MILL GIRLS OF LOWELL, MASSACHUSETTS

The appeal of young women to the factory owner was not limited solely to their low wages and supposed docility. Industrialists saw them as a transient or temporary workforce that would stick around for only a few years before leaving to get married, preventing the formation of a potentially problematic permanent working class in the mill cities. The first wave of “mill girls” were of hardy Yankee farm stock, the daughters and granddaughters of the American Revolution. Some were driven by the economic necessity of supporting family back home, saving up for a wedding, or funding their brothers’ educations; others went for the sake of adventure, or at least in hopes of finding a new kind of life outside of the kitchen or the fields. It also offered the chance to be paid for their labor for the first time in their lives—and in cash, to boot.

These women workers were expected to follow a strict moral conduct code in and outside of work, to attend church regularly, and to room in company-controlled boardinghouses, where they shared rooms with up to seven other women at a time and lived beneath the watchful eye of a house matron. Workdays were long, dusty, and loud, with twelve to fourteen hours hours spent standing before a screaming spinning machine or power loom, breathing in cotton fibers and the stench of oil lamps. Accidents were common, and workers often lost fingers or other limbs; others were scalped, their long tresses yanked into a machine’s gaping metal maw. Brown lung disease, the raw cotton equivalent of asbestosis, ran rampant in poorly ventilated mills. Managers nailed the windows of boiling hot factory floors shut, seeking to keep thread at maximum pliability while ignoring the well-being of those working it.

In spite of the strict rules that dictated much of their day-to-day existence, many women found that life as a mill girl did allow for a great deal more personal freedom than life on the farm. They enriched themselves in worker-organized “Self Improvement Circles,” places where former farm girls could discuss literature, art, and philosophy after attending lectures from the likes of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. It wasn’t freedom, but for that first wave of women, who would have otherwise languished in isolation on faltering family farms or been consigned to lives of domestic drudgery, it was at least something new.

Mill operators also oversaw the Lowell Offering, a literary magazine written by and for the workers themselves. The publication started off as a collection of lighthearted poems and essays, but as time went on and conditions inside the mills deteriorated, notes of dissatisfaction and even rebellion crept into its pages. This shift in tone was thanks in no small part to Sarah Bagley, a talented weaver turned firebrand labor activist. Born in rural Candia, New Hampshire, in 1806, Bagley came to Lowell at the age of thirty-one to work at the Hamilton Manufacturing Company. She was initially won over by the promise of the mills, writing cheerful essays like “The Pleasures of Factory Work” for the Offering, but as the harsh realities of the workplace became apparent, her attitude changed. She witnessed her first labor action—a walkout over a proposed wage cut—in 1842, and by 1844, the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association (LFLRA) had been founded, with Bagley serving as its first president and one of its loudest voices. As an activist, Bagley’s main focus was the growing demand for a ten-hour workday. Federal workers had won it in 1840, and skilled workers in various industries had done the same years earlier, but the mill girls were still working up to sixteen hours a day for paltry wages, and they were sick of it.

Textiles were booming, but New England as a whole struggled through economic depressions throughout the 1830s and 1840s. Mill owners constantly sought to cut costs—usually by docking workers’ pay, or closing up shop unexpectedly. Dissatisfaction and anger began to spread throughout the ranks of mill workers, and labor unrest became much more common, building off that first strike in 1824. In 1834, mill managers in Lowell cut worker pay by 12.5 percent and ordered boardinghouses to begin packing eight women into each room; hundreds of women workers walked out, but the owners were able to quickly crush the strike. However, it soon spread to nearby Dover, where eight hundred others walked out over a similar pay cut: they formed strike committees, held mass rallies, and placed an ad in the local newspaper castigating the Cocheco Mill owners for treating their workers like “slaves.” These strikes were unsuccessful, but the women pressed on with an ongoing wave of labor actions that culminated in the formation of the Factory Girls Association, which soon boasted twenty-five hundred members across New England. Though the bosses crushed their efforts once again and the FGA fell apart after the strike, these women had made an important contribution to the growing class consciousness among women workers.

Between 1842 and 1844, public opinion of the mills—once heralded as a utopia for godly young women—curdled as more reports on their actual working conditions surfaced. Mill bosses reacted with alarm, and sent their agents farther and farther afield to lure impoverished young women into their employ. “There are hundreds of young females shipped from this State every year to the factory prison-houses, like cattle, sheep, and pigs sent to slaughter,” one Portland, Maine, newspaper lamented, as they were sent to labor “in the polluted and polluting manufacturing towns where they are prepared for a miserable life and a horrible death in the abodes of infamy.”

Mill owners next turned to hiring immigrants, taking advantage of their marginalized social status to exploit and mistreat them as they saw fit. The first group of immigrant workers to enter New England’s mills were the Irish. They were routinely paid less than their Yankee counterparts, and suffered virulent discrimination, prejudice, and anti-Catholic violence from their new neighbors. Hundreds of thousands of Irish emigrated during the 1840s and 1850s as potatoes rotted in the fields and the Great Famine starved their homeland. These workers arrived malnourished, penniless, haunted by British colonial terror, and desperate for work; mill owners welcomed them with open arms and turned-up noses. Tensions sometimes arose between the Irish workers and the remaining Yankee women, who had been engaged in protests and strikes over the same conditions the Irish accepted out of intense need and a profound lack of options. It was an early foreshadowing of conflicts that would be seen time and time again in the American labor struggle—different groups of marginalized workers were pitted against one other as profit-obsessed business interests scrambled to hire the most vulnerable people they could get their hands on. The Irish would be followed into the mills by workers from Quebec, from Greece and Germany, from Russia and Poland and Italy and the Netherlands and Croatia and many others. Each new group of immigrants arrived eager to work, unaware that they’d soon be ground up by the mills.


“THE BLOOD OF SOULS IN BONDAGE”

Sarah Bagley and her LFLRA continued to advocate for the cause at conferences and women’s conventions across New England, with a focus on bringing over male counterparts to join in pressuring legislators on issues of workers’ concern. White men, unlike women of the time, held the threat of their votes as well as their labor to stir up trouble for those in power. In an early victory, anti-labor Lowell legislator William Schouler was targeted as punishment for his failure to support the LFLRA’s goal of shortening the workday to ten hours. An LFLRA resolution snarled in advance of his next election: “As he is merely a corporation machine, or tool, we will use our best endeavors to keep him in the ‘city of spindles,’ where he belongs, and not to trouble Boston folks with him.” They kept their promise, and Schouler was defeated—after which the LFLRA congratulated voters for “consigning William Schouler to the obscurity he so justly deserves.”

Bagley traveled throughout the Northeast setting up new chapters of the LFLRA and its partner labor organization the New England Workingmen’s Association (NEWA). As writer and editor of LFLRA’s newspaper, the Voice of Industry, Bagley could express her more militant views without fear of censorship. There, she exposed the “slow and legal assassination” of the mill system, blasting mill owners for their hypocrisy and cruelty and illuminating the dire medical problems that afflicted many of the mill girls, from tuberculosis and lung disease to miscarriages. The publication also ran poetry from the women, one of whom, under the pseudonym “Pheney,” painted a grim picture of her own daily grind: “And amidst the clashing noise and din / Of the ever beating loom / Stood a fair young girl with throbbing brow / Working her way to the tomb.”

“Whenever I raise the point that it is immoral to shut us up in a room twelve hours a day in the most monotonous and tedious employment I am told that we have come to the mills voluntarily and we can leave when we will. Voluntarily!” Bagley raged in print. “The whip which brings us to Lowell is necessity. We must have money; a father’s debts are to be paid, an aged mother to be supported, a brother’s ambition to be aided and so the factories are supplied. Is this to act from free will? Is this freedom? To my mind it is slavery.”

After a frenetic three years in the trenches and growing disputes with other editors over her feminist politics, Bagley lost her gig at the Voice of Industry and left the mills in 1846. Ever resourceful, she switched tack entirely to take a job as the nation’s first female telegraph operator—and quickly discovered that she was paid only a quarter of what her male counterparts made. Bagley’s fight for social justice continued on, from abolition and women’s rights to antiwar activism and prison reform. The trail of her political involvement grows cold around this time, save for one detail: in 1850 she and her husband, James Dumo, operated a patent medicine business peddling tinctures, a nod to her memory of the Lowell mills—and her coughing, sickly coworkers with their lungs full of cotton.

Bagley and her compatriots were long gone from their posts by the time her wish for the mill girls was granted. It took until 1853 for Massachusetts mill workers to successfully force some of their employers to implement an eleven-hour day, and it took a prolonged and sometimes violent struggle to win the eight-hour day decades later with the passage of the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act. Bagley, who died in 1889, did not live to see it.


THE FREED BLACK WASHERWOMEN OF JACKSON, MISSISSIPPI

The nineteenth-century Northern U.S. textile industry was almost entirely white. While enslaved Black workers were forced to be the backbone of the cotton industry in the South, and free Black workers and other workers of color were certainly present in New England, Black people as a whole were barred from employment in the Northern mills. However, the connection between the suffering of enslaved Black people down South and the misery in the Northern mills was clear to the mill workers themselves, many of whom held abolitionist leanings and despaired at the role they played in perpetuating enslaved people’s oppression. When Alabama senator Jeremiah Clemens publicly opined that enslaved workers in the South were “better off” than Northern mill workers, Clementine Averill wrote a furious letter to the New York Times calling for his resignation. “Are we torn from our friends and kindred, sold and driven about like cattle, chained and whipped, and not allowed to speak one word in self-defence?” the mill girl asked, making clear the answer.

This tension was material as well as spiritual; one of the products made in the New England mills was a rough cotton yarn specifically intended to clothe enslaved people. Lucy Larcom, a former mill worker turned teacher and poet, reflected on that dark time in verse, writing, “When I’ve thought about what soil the cotton-plant / We weave is rooted in, what waters it— / The blood of souls in bondage—I have felt / That I was sinning against the light to stay / and turn the accursed fibre into cloth.”

Their solidarity may have resonated throughout the abolitionist circles of the Northeast, but it is unlikely that it reached the millions of Black women laboring in the Southern heat. Denied their freedom, their autonomy, and their very humanity by the all-encompassing power of the slave economy, these workers had very few outlets to protest their mistreatment (though some tried anyway, and one could argue, as W. E. B. DuBois did in his book Black Reconstruction in America, that by running away from the plantations and permanently withholding their labor from their tormentors, escapees from the slave system were, in a way, striking). It wasn’t until 1866, a year after Emancipation, that formerly enslaved Black women workers were able to launch a widespread work stoppage of their own—and by doing so, jump-start a wave of Black-led labor organizing that would spread through multiple industries and set the stage for decades of labor struggles to come.

On June 16, 1866, laundry workers in Jackson, Mississippi, called for a citywide meeting. The women—for they were all women, and all were Black—were tired of being paid next to nothing to spend their days hunched over steaming tubs of other (white) people’s laundry, scrubbing out stains, smoothing the wrinkles with red-hot irons, and hauling the baskets of heavy cloth through the streets. At the time, nearly all Black women workers were employed as domestics by white families, to handle the cooking, cleaning, and childcare, hauling water, emptying chamber pots, and performing various and sundry other tasks that the lady of the house preferred to avoid. Laundry, at the time a labor-intensive daylong process, topped that list in an era in which families were large, personal hygiene was negligible, and running water was scarce. The washerwomen’s wages were kept so low that even poor white families could afford to send their laundry out for Black women to clean. The work itself was onerous, but the relative flexibility and independence it afforded was attractive to Black women workers: they were able to work out of their own homes, which in turn allowed them to plan around their own familial and community obligations, and it was a trade that could be passed down to their own daughters. For the newly emancipated, having the freedom to create their own work schedules and get through their daily labors without a white employer breathing down their necks was—almost—worth all the soiled diapers in the world.

In modern terms, the washerwomen were independent contractors, with lists of clients who paid a set rate for weekly service. The trouble with that system, though, was that it was easily abused by racist white clients who were still unaccustomed to having to pay Black people for their labor, and who weren’t altogether thrilled with the idea. White employers were shocked and appalled whenever Black workers exercised their rights as free wage-earning people, or dared to engage in small acts of resistance against mistreatment, whether that resistance took the form of slowdowns, feigning illness, or reappropriating food and dry goods from their boss’s shelves. One of their most powerful weapons was, simply, to quit, and go looking for more desirable clients as their former employers scrambled to hire replacements. This growing tension between employer and employee came to a head in 1866, when the washerwomen of Jackson presented Mayor D. N. Barrows with a petition decrying the low wages that plagued their industry and announcing their intention to “join in charging a uniform rate” for their labor. As their petition read, “Any washerwoman who charges less will be fined by our group. We do not want to charge high prices, we just want to be able to live comfortably from our work.” The prices they’d agreed upon were far from exorbitant: $1.50 per day for washing, $15 a month for “family washing,” and $10 a month for single people. They signed their letter “The Washerwomen of Jackson,” and in doing so, gave a name to Mississippi’s first trade union.

The media response to their action was withering, dismissing the women’s intelligence and skills, predicting abject failure, and in a move that would become common as more Black workers’ organizing efforts spread, assuming that the strike had been planned by Northern white male agitators. There is no record of the 1866 strike’s outcome, but the action itself had an immediate ripple effect in Jackson and farther afield. Throughout the Reconstruction Era of 1865 to 1877, Black workers rose up and struck in Virginia, Tennessee, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, South Carolina, and Washington, D.C. In 1869, the Colored National Labor Union was formed to represent the unique interests of Black workers who had been shut out of the larger National Labor Union. Its first president, Isaac Myers, was cofounder of the Colored Caulkers Trade Union Society, and its second leader was the indomitable Frederick Douglass, elected in 1872.

The Great Railroad Strike of 1877, a series of often violent work stoppages in which more than one hundred thousand railroad workers struck over wages and dangerous working conditions, temporarily brought the railroad barons to their knees and unleashed a roving spirit of dissent that captured the imagination of workers across industries from coast to coast. Those winds of change arrived in Galveston, Texas, in July and August, when hundreds of workers—Black and white, men and women, dockworkers, laborers, and washerwomen—crossed the color line and struck together several times to protest their low wages. On July 30, 1877, fifty Black day laborers struck for higher wages, and their ranks grew as they paraded through the streets—recruiting others from a sawmill, a cotton farm, a construction site, and elsewhere along the way. (In August, Black dockworkers on the Morgan Wharf would launch their own fight to be paid equally to their white coworkers, who showed their solidarity by refusing to cross the Black longshoremen’s picket line.)

Meanwhile, as the laborers’ strike continued, their wives, daughters, sisters, and neighbors in the laundry business had been busy planning an action of their own. At first, they published an open letter demanding a wage increase to $1.50 per day. A few days later, a group of Black washerwomen gathered in front of J. N. Harding’s steam laundry, where he was known to be employing white women, and forcibly prevented those employees from entering unless they agreed to abide by the $1.50 daily rate. One woman, recorded only as “Miss Murphy,” refused, and rushed into the laundry to start her shift; the strikers ran after and literally carried her out of the building. With Murphy removed, the strikers next gathered tools and wood to board up the windows and doors of the business. The scene then turned ugly when the washerwomen proceeded to turn their ire to perceived rivals: Chinese immigrant-run laundries.

Anti-Chinese racism and violence on the coasts had forced many Chinese immigrants to move farther inland in search of a safe haven, and the Port of Galveston emerged as a major hub for immigration in the years prior to Ellis Island’s 1892 opening. The majority of those immigrants were men working to send money back to their families in China. Many had initially found work building the Transcontinental Railroad in the American West, and as that project wound down, the U.S. government took measures to bar their employment, culminating in the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act and the even more restrictive Scott Act several years later. Forced into the deepest margins of the workforce, Chinese workers most often took up agricultural labor, opened small restaurants, or, to the Black washerwomen’s chagrin, operated their own laundry services.

The Galveston News painted an unfortunate picture of the ways in which xenophobia, prejudice, and perceived scarcity can turn marginalized workers against one another: “At these laundries all the women talked at once, telling Sam Lee, Slam Sing, Wau Loong and the rest that ‘they must close up and leave this city within fifteen days, or they would be driven away,’ ” This viewpoint would prove to be a recurring theme throughout the early American labor movement, and remains a problem today, when far too many trade unionists still view immigrants as competition instead of welcoming them as fellow workers.

As with many early labor battles, the 1877 Galveston strike came to a messy, inconclusive ending. It grew to encompass women domestic workers (a group of whom formed the Ladies of Labor in response), but also drew the ire of the respected trade unionist leader Norris Wright Cuney, a mixed-race Republican stalwart of Galveston’s Black labor community, who denounced the striking workers’ conduct and called for them to return to work. He would go on to play a pivotal role in building labor power on the Galveston docks, a place where Black and white workers demonstrated alongside each other. But as of 1877, Cuney was public enemy number one for the Ladies of Labor. The stage was now set for the washerwomen’s biggest moment yet—this time, in Atlanta.


A SHOWDOWN IN ATLANTA

1881 Atlanta was abuzz with promise and industry. The city was amidst a campaign to position itself as an ambitious, forward-thinking powerhouse. A glittering International Cotton Exposition aimed to establish Atlanta’s place as the belle of the New South and show off its purportedly pliable, happy workforce. But despite this veneer of progress, Atlanta’s white power brokers had declined to invest any time and energy into improving the lot of working people, or addressing the rampant racial discrimination that continued to relegate Black Atlantans to undesirable, labor-intensive jobs on society’s bottom rung. Still denied the right to vote, Black women had to find other ways to build power.

Atlanta’s laundresses made up a majority of the Black female workforce in a city where 98 percent of Black women worked as domestic laborers (and washerwomen alone outnumbered male laborers). They also made up a powerful collective organizing bloc, their greatest goals being to secure greater economic stability and to cement their own autonomy as workers. In early July, twenty of them gathered in a church in Summer Hill, one of Atlanta’s first predominantly Black neighborhoods, and founded a trade association they dubbed the Washing Society. The organization’s first order of business was setting a higher, standard wage rate for their labor, and they called a mass meeting to make their demands public. They told local Black clergymen to spread the word throughout their congregations, and less than a month later, on July 19, they called for a strike.

Over the next three weeks, the strike grew from those first twenty women to more than three thousand thanks to the organizers’ brilliantly effective tactic of doing daily rounds of home visits to laundresses around the city to persuade them to join in the fight. They held daily meetings to keep up momentum, and brought in the city’s white washerwomen (who made up only 2 percent of the workforce) to support their cause. Newspapers of the time declined to print the white women’s names to protect their privacy (a courtesy not extended to the Black women strikers), but it is likely that they were poor Irish immigrants.

On the employers’ side, the strike hit like a wrecking ball. As washerwomen began returning soiled or still-wet laundry to clients who refused to pay the higher wage, white employers scrambled to find workers to fill the laundry gap as they feared the strike would spread to other industries. And spread it did: Black waiters at the National Hotel in downtown Atlanta refused to work until their bosses raised their wages—and they won. That scene repeated itself in kitchens, nurseries, and sculleries across the city. “The Washerwomen’s strike is assuming vast proportions and despite the apparent independence of the white people, is causing quite an inconvenience among our citizens,” the Atlanta Constitution reported on July 26, a week into the strike. “There are some families in Atlanta who have been unable to have any washing done for more than two weeks. Not only the washerwomen, but the cooks, house servants and nurses are asking increases.”

Ten days into the strike, police arrested six of its leaders. The women—Matilda Crawford, Sallie Bell, Carrie Jones, Dora Jones, Orphelia Turner, and Sarah A. Collier—were delicately described in the press as “ebony-hued damsels,” but found themselves slapped with charges of disorderly conduct and “quarrelling” as a result of their home-visit campaign. It is true that visits were not always friendly, and some negotiations with reluctant or recalcitrant washerwomen were more aggressive, relying on threats or even engaging in street fights to hammer the message home. Five of the women were fined $5 apiece, but Collier was ordered to pay a $20 fine. She refused to pay, and as punishment, the forty-nine-year-old asthmatic mother of two was sentenced to work on a chain gang for forty days.

These workers had everything riding on this strike; the vast majority of the demonstrators were mothers who had to feed children and keep households afloat during the campaign, and couldn’t count on regular relief checks or a strike fund to pay the rent. Arrest records preserve the stories of several women who were targeted by police, like Jane Webb, with her six children and unemployed husband, and Sarah and Sam Gardner, a married couple who were fined for threatening a maid who’d been hired by Sarah’s former employer to take her place. As the strike stretched into August, the Atlanta City Council got involved. Its solution: a $25 annual business license fee on any member of a washerwoman’s association (more than $670 in 2021 dollars)—a proposition intended to economically hobble the workers at war for a mere $1 per dozen pounds of laundry.

But instead the washerwomen wrote a letter to Atlanta mayor Jim English expressing their willingness to pay the fees—so long as the city agreed to formally grant them control over the local hand-laundering industry. The strikers’ letter ended with a warning: “Don’t forget this. We hope to hear from your council on Tuesday morning. We mean business this week or no washing.”

Atlanta’s City Council backed down, and while history is murky on the resolution, it appears that the workers had successfully shifted the balance of power. Several weeks later, as the International Cotton Exposition neared, Black women workers took the opportunity to leverage their power against the ruling classes once again. The fair was intended to reassure respectable Yankee business folk that there was fun to be had and, more importantly to this contingent, money to be made in the postwar South. City boosters were well aware of the potential costs if their plan went awry—and so were the washerwomen.

As Tera W. Hunter writes in To ’Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors after the Civil War, “African-American women threatened to expose the tyranny in the New South by disrupting this celebration of new-found harmony at an early stage of its public relations campaign.” As the city prepared for an influx of fashionable visitors whose arrival would require spotless hotel rooms, hearty meals, and quick laundry services, the domestic workers of Atlanta invoked labor’s “nuclear option,” and threatened a general strike. As Hunter explains, “Ironically, it was precisely the prospect of visitors seeing them as they were that made the threat of a strike troubling” to their white employers. That threat—of the workers wielding the power they hold and realizing that the boss does have a breaking point, no matter how imbalanced the scales of power may be—has “troubled” many employers since then, and it proved to be extremely effective in this case. A cease-fire came through and the fair went on without a hitch, but Atlanta’s Black women workers had prevailed in making their collective power felt. The city’s white supremacist employer class had come face-to-face with the reality of Emancipation: Black workers would tolerate injustice no more.






2 THE GARMENT WORKERS



The worker must have bread, but she must have roses, too.

—ROSE SCHNEIDERMAN, LABOR ACTIVIST AND AMERICAN CIVIL LIBERTIES UNION COFOUNDER



Unless you were rich, New York City at the turn of the last century was a dreadful place to live. By the nineteenth century, its population had grown to become the nation’s largest, but the city itself was hardly a gleaming metropolis. By 1910, nearly five million people called its five boroughs home, with more than two million of them squeezed onto the island of Manhattan, the heart of the nation’s industry and commerce. New York City’s largely immigrant workforce suffered deplorable living conditions, and workers had no safety regulations to speak of. Child labor was not only tolerated, but normalized (and even preferred in certain industries). Disease and decay were endemic in poorer neighborhoods, and workers themselves were frequently mangled or killed on the job. But the upper crust of politics and society were more than happy to leave the toiling class to their dirty, malnourished fates—as long as they didn’t cause too much trouble.

Thousands of immigrant families made their home in Manhattan’s Lower East Side, where creaky tenement houses teetered in the wind and open sewers clogged the streets. Charles Dickens visited the neighborhood in 1842 and recorded his impressions of Five Points, a notoriously poor, neglected slum, in the ensuing travelogue. “This is the place—these narrow ways, diverging to the right and left, and reeking everywhere with dirt and filth,” he wrote. “Such lives as are led here bear the same fruits here as elsewhere. The coarse and bloated faces at the doors have counterparts at home and all the wide world over… see how the rotten beams are tumbling down, and how the patched and broken windows seem to scowl dimly, like eyes that have been hurt in drunken frays.”

And by the 1910s, the area had only gotten more crowded, and more dangerous. Life on the Lower East Side was brutal, but still held flashes of warmth and merriment as different cultures came together to eat, drink, laugh, and argue. A sensory riot of cooking smells, colorful fabric, and languages sang through the streets, and during their scant leisure time, workers and their families could amuse themselves in public parks and beer gardens, or take in a vaudeville show. But there was also a deep political undercurrent running through the tenements, beer halls, and cafes of the Lower East Side, long known as a hotbed of radicalism. Eastern European Jewish socialists, German communists, and Italian anarchists broke bread with American trade unionists and Irish republicans, sharing ideologies and building solidarity across language and ethnic lines. Here, amid the squalor and the shared struggles, the working classes began to dream of something better than the short, cruel lives to which they’d been consigned.

While early feminist thinkers had been advocating for women’s rights since the eighteenth century, in the factories, laundries, and cramped kitchens of the Lower East Side, gender equality was a dead end. Wealthy white women, of course, did not work; their job was to maintain their stately homes and keep their rich husbands happy. By the early twentieth century, women in the more genteel middle classes had gained a number of opportunities for respectable white-collar employment, from bookkeeping and secretarial work to teaching or working in the shops at the bottom of shiny new skyscrapers; despite the suffocating sexism that permeated society at the time, some were even able to pursue careers in law, medicine, higher education, journalism, and engineering.

However, working-class women remained tasked with a dual load of labor—first at home caring for their families, and then on the job, where they would be paid pennies on the dollar compared with men. Despite some significant improvements in 1911, when (white) women teachers were granted equal pay to their male counterparts, the wage gap remained shockingly wide until President John F. Kennedy signed the Equal Pay Act and made an initial dent in a problem that still persists today (when white women are making 82 cents to a white man’s dollar, and women of color are paid far less). New York City’s residents of color faced the added burden of racism, and were restricted to a handful of occupations, which for Black women almost always entailed domestic service. While some working-class white women also worked as domestics, they were more often employed by laundries and the garment-manufacturing industry. Those garment workers were contracted by factories to spend their days in makeshift sweatshops, or to take home piles of piecework, slowly destroying their bodies as they hunched over their tiny needles, and straining their eyes over sputtering candles long into the night.

Others worked long days in the garment factories themselves, which were still just as dark, dirty, and unsanitary as their nineteenth-century predecessors. Malnutrition, sleep deprivation, and disease were rampant. Some bosses, suspicious that their poorly paid women employees were stealing bits of fabric, liked to lock the factory doors in between shifts in order to protect their investments. Wages were as little as $6 per week, a precious little more than the New England “mill girls” had been paid a century earlier.


THE FIERY JEWISH GIRLS (FARBRENTE YIDISHE MEYDLEKH) OF NEW YORK CITY

In 1909, a coterie of young Jewish women workers at the Lower East Side’s Triangle Shirtwaist Factory decided they’d had enough. Many had developed knowledge of labor unions and leftist political traditions through the Jewish Labor Bund, a prominent socialist Jewish group, and they also had allies to call upon. Rose Schneiderman, a queer Jewish feminist socialist, former garment worker, future secretary of the New York Department of Labor, and founding member of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), was already known within their industry for her work as an organizer for the New York Women’s Trade Union. History knows her best for a 1912 speech in which she proclaimed, “The worker must have bread, but she must have roses, too,” but that enduring turn of phrase only scratches the surface of Schneiderman’s lifelong contributions to the cause of workers’ rights. Another speech she gave in 1911, as the ashes of the Triangle smoldered behind her, laid bare her mission as an organizer. “Too much blood has been spilled,” she said then. “I know from experience it is up to the working people to save themselves. And the only way is through a strong working-class movement.”

Rose had already become a seasoned labor activist by the time she crossed paths with Triangle worker and International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU) organizer Clara Lemlich. A Ukrainian immigrant and lifelong radical, Lemlich had moved to New York City in 1903 and led her coworkers at various factories out on strikes between 1906 and 1909. She, like Schneiderman and many others of her time, was one of the early U.S. labor movement’s revolutionary “fiery Jewish girls” who would soon leave a mark in their new homeland’s history books.

In November 1909, a twenty-three-year-old Lemlich sat in on a union meeting at Cooper Union, which is now home to a private university in Manhattan’s East Village but was then a tuition-free educational meeting ground for progressive youth. The meeting droned on, dominated by discussion of the relatively high-paying jobs accessible only to men, and dealing with little of personal concern to the women present in the room. The male union contingent had long written off women workers as unmanageable and unwilling to strike, and discounted whatever organizing efforts they had undertaken as unsustainable.

Lemlich, by then the veteran of a number of bloody strikes, rose to her feet and cried out, interrupting the proceedings in her native Yiddish: “I am a working girl.” Her small frame and big voice immediately commanded the room’s attention. “One of those who are on strike against intolerable conditions. I am tired of listening to speakers who talk in general terms. What we are here for is to decide whether we shall strike or shall not strike. I offer a resolution that a general strike be declared now.”

To the amazement of the men on stage, large swaths of the crowd roared in agreement, and raised their right arms to pledge along with her in an ancient Yiddish oath: “If I turn traitor to the cause I now pledge, may my hand wither from the arm I now raise.”

Over the next few weeks, between twenty and thirty thousand young women garment workers walked off their jobs, taking Lemlich’s lead. The newspapers called it “the Revolt of the Girls,” but it has gone down in history as “the Uprising of the 20,000.” The New York Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL), a reformist organization of privileged white women suffragists who had enlisted Rose Schneiderman to help foster trust between them and the working-class women they sought to organize, took up the cause and provided financial support to the striking workers. When the action finally ended in February 1910, the WTUL had negotiated labor contracts with 339 of the Associated Waist and Dress Manufacturers’ 353 firms. The deals secured stipulations over safety standards, including shorter hours, fire safety, and the proper handling of fabric scraps.

One notable holdout was the notoriously anti-union Triangle Shirtwaist Factory. The Triangle’s owners, “the Shirtwaist Kings” Max Blanck and Isaac Harris, flat-out refused to agree to any of the workers’ demands. Formerly garment workers themselves, they viewed the strikes as a personal attack, and saw the union as an existential threat to their high-volume business model. They initially responded to the strike by hiring police as strikebreakers to arrest and sometimes violently attack the women. While the brutality was unmistakable, this wasn’t a new tactic on their part; Lemlich herself had suffered six broken ribs during earlier strikes.

Bear in mind that all this happened during a time when women were largely considered to be too fragile to live without the protection of a man, too delicate to withstand the merest hint of violence or unsavory behavior, and too empty-headed to vote or engage in politics. Yet in this case, the hired strikebreakers had no problem cracking the skulls and breaking the ribs of the working-class women on the picket lines. Local sex workers were also paid to come heckle and start physical fights with the strikers, as bosses pitted other vulnerable working-class women against one another.

Blanck and Harris never did come to the table, but the New York strikes inspired a wave of labor actions across the country, including Chicago’s “Great Revolt” of sixty thousand cloak-makers in 1910, and helped lay the groundwork for industrial unionism in the garment industry. Five years after the uprising, the “needle trades” were home to some of the strongest, most militant unions in America. Back in New York City, Lemlich and her comrades dealt with the personal frustrations of seeing their basic rights and needs ignored closest to home, but little could they have known Triangle’s refusals would soon turn out to be one of the deadliest miscalculations in U.S. labor history.


“BURNING DEATH BEFORE OUR EYES”

The fire tore through the factory and its occupants swiftly, and without mercy. With the doors locked, a slow, small elevator and a narrow fire escape that clung to the side of the tall building offered the only chance to outrun the inferno. The crush of bodies trying to escape soon overwhelmed the elevator, closing off the final potential exit. There were no sprinklers, fire extinguishers, or air vents inside the factory; there were no federal safety regulations to speak of at that point, and bosses were generally left to their own devices in regards to how they treated—or mistreated—their workforces. Fabric scraps piled around the sewing machines on the factory floor provided ample fuel for the fire’s ravenous hunger. It took less than thirty minutes for the building to become a roaring inferno.

No one was supposed to have been there that day. March 25, 1911, started out just like any other day inside the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, which occupied the top three floors of the ten-story Asch Building in Manhattan’s Greenwich Village. The 1909 strike had secured a fifty-two-hour workweek for most workers in these kinds of establishments, but Blanck and Harris’s recalcitrance meant about five hundred people were still working there that Saturday afternoon. The workers—nearly all of them women, and overwhelmingly Eastern European Jewish and Italian immigrants—toiled away amid dusty piles of fabric scraps, churning out shirtwaist after shirtwaist as the sunlight filtered in weakly through smudged windows. As usual at the Triangle, all the doors had been locked behind the workers as they’d trickled in for their shift. Around 4:45 p.m., disaster struck.

As the fire consumed everything—and everyone—in its path, onlookers stood horrified at the sight of a dozen young women crowding onto the rickety fire escape looking desperately for an exit. The fire engines that arrived were not equipped with ladders long enough to reach the factory’s windows on the ninth floor. All that could be done was to watch as the women desperately searched for a way out. And then, the bodies began to fall.

William Shepherd, a United Press reporter who had happened upon the scene, described the gruesome sight.


Up in the [ninth] floor girls were burning to death before our very eyes…. Down came the bodies in a shower, burning, smoking-flaming bodies, with disheveled hair trailing upward…. On the sidewalk lay heaps of broken bodies…. I looked upon the heap of dead bodies and I remembered these girls were the shirtwaist makers. I remembered their great strike of last year in which these same girls had demanded more sanitary conditions and more safety precautions in the shops. These dead bodies were the answer.



The final toll: 146 workers dead. The panicked victims had been unable to escape the rising flames; their young bodies either lay broken on the sidewalk after they jumped to their deaths, or suffocated by the billows of smoke inside the stuffy factory. Others, some as young as fourteen, were burned alive on the factory floor. The next day, the corpses were placed in plain pine boxes and laid out in rows at the end of Manhattan’s Charities Pier, colloquially known as “Misery Lane” for its enduring role as a makeshift pop-up morgue whenever a disaster struck the city. Family members and onlookers streamed past in the tens of thousands, searching for familiar faces amid the rows of burned and mangled bodies, desperately looking for their daughters, wives, sweethearts, and sisters among the victims. Some were never identified.

Photography was still in its early days at the time, and New Yorkers reacted first with abject horror and then with outrage at the photos of the fire’s victims that ran in the city’s many newspapers the following day. The images of dead and dying young women, their dresses gently billowing in the wind, their long hair aflame, chilled the nation and set into motion immediate efforts to reform the industry’s worst aspects. In June 1911, the New York State Legislature’s newly created Factory Investigating Commission sent inspectors into the city’s tenements, factories, and sweatshops; horrified by their findings, the commission passed thirty-six work-safety laws in four years.

Following weeks of public outcry, Blanck and Harris were indicted on first- and second-degree manslaughter charges following the accident. But their high-powered legal defense team saw them acquitted on all charges after the jury determined that the prosecution had not proven that the owners were aware of the locked doors prior to the fire. The fact that said owners had explicitly instructed their foremen to lock the doors each day somehow did not come up during the course of the three-week trial.

Even more ghoulishly, not only did the Triangle’s owners escape any measure of accountability for the lives lost due to their own paranoid greed, but they turned a profit off of the fire. Blanck and Harris collected insurance money for the burned building, and raked in $60,000 more than the fire had cost them in damages—netting them the equivalent of $400 per victim. In 1913, the pair reached a settlement with the victims’ families, paying out one week’s wages for each dead worker—or roughly $6 for each lost life. Later that year, Blanck was pulled up on charges for locking the doors at another one of his factories during work hours, just as he’d done two years previously. A separate, later incident saw him cited for allowing flammable materials to be left out on a factory floor.

The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory closed its doors for the final time in 1918, and its owners walked away to live out the rest of their lives in comfort. One can only hope that they saw those 146 burning bodies in their minds’ eyes when they tried to go to sleep each night.

“Hundred forty-six people in a half an hour,” Rose Freedman, the final remaining survivor of the fire, said in a 2000 PBS documentary, The Living Century. Born in Vienna, Austria, in 1893, her family emigrated to the U.S. in 1909, and after her aunt mocked her housekeeping skills, Freeman went out and got a job at the Triangle. After the fire, she went to college, got a job on a steamship line, and married. When her husband died in 1959, she lied about her age and got a job at an insurance company to support her three children, two of whom were disabled with polio. She lived a colorful, unorthodox life, and appeared at labor rallies until her death, recounting how the Triangle’s factory owners had tried to bribe her to say that the doors had not been locked (she refused). She had been only seventeen when the fire broke out, and in the film she credits her survival to her decision to rush up to the executive offices on the tenth floor and follow them out onto the roof.


I have always tears in my eyes when I think, “It should never have happened.” The executives with a couple of steps could have opened the door. But they thought they were better than the working people. It’s not fair because material, money, is more important here than everything. That’s the biggest mistake—that a person doesn’t count much when he hasn’t got money. What good is a rich man and he hasn’t got a heart?



Rose died one year after the documentary aired. She was 107.


FRANCES PERKINS: LABOR ACTIVIST TURNED ARCHITECT OF THE NEW DEAL

The fire’s impact rippled out far beyond the confines of the Lower East Side, thanks in part to the presence of a young suffragist named Frances Perkins. Perkins had become invested in the fight against injustice at a young age. “I had to do something about unnecessary hazards to life, unnecessary poverty,” she once wrote. “It was sort of up to me.” After graduating from Mount Holyoke College, she worked as a teacher and volunteered at Hull House, a settlement house founded by Jane Addams to serve poor citizens and recently arrived European immigrants. She then moved to New York City to study political science at Columbia University; there, she became involved in the women’s suffrage movement, and was appointed head of the New York Consumers League, a watchdog group advocating for the rights of workers. On that fateful day in 1911, Perkins was visiting friends in Greenwich Village when news of the fire reached their drawing room. She rushed over to investigate, becoming an eyewitness to the tragedy:


People had just begun to jump as we got there. They had been holding on until that time, standing in the windowsills, being crowded by others behind them, the fire pressing closer and closer, the smoke closer and closer…. The window was too crowded and they would jump and they hit the sidewalk. Every one of them was killed, everybody who jumped was killed. It was a horrifying spectacle.



Perkins later said that the fire was a “never-to-be-forgotten reminder of why I had to spend my life fighting conditions that could permit such a tragedy.” She made good on her promise in more ways than one. Perkins played an instrumental role in seeking justice for the victims and enacting workplace safety reforms, first as the chief investigator of the Factory Investigating Commission, and later as an advisor to Governor Al Smith as he signed an example-setting slate of workplace safety standards into law.

Perkins quickly earned the trust of Smith’s successor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who promoted her to become New York State’s industrial commissioner in 1929. And when Roosevelt departed office upon his election to U.S. President in 1932, he appointed Perkins to his presidential cabinet, making her the first woman to hold such a post. She had already made history the moment she walked into her first cabinet meeting, but Perkins was no ceremonial figurehead. Her work in the Roosevelt administration coincided with one of the most ambitiously pro-labor legislative efforts in the country’s history: the New Deal.

Perkins was later quoted as saying that the New Deal began on March 25, 1911, the day she smelled the smoke and saw the bodies of those young women workers burn. She proved tireless in her drive to fight for workers’ safety, was deeply involved in efforts to combat unemployment during the Great Depression, and spearheaded the creation of an ambitious social safety net program we now know as Social Security. Her fingerprints were also left on pro-worker New Deal initiatives like the 1935 National Labor Relations Act (which made it easier for many workers to join and organize unions) and the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 (which established a minimum wage and prohibited child labor in many workplaces). None of these pieces of legislation were as inclusive as they should have been or went far enough to protect those who needed it most, but they did provide crucial new protections to millions of workers where before there had been none.

Perkins’s central focus was on labor, but her impact did not end there. As Adolf Hitler rose to power in late-1930s Germany, Perkins ordered her Department of Labor to aid European Jewish refugees who sought safety in the U.S. At the time, the Immigration Service was within the Department of Labor, and Perkins refused to stand down despite FDR’s hesitance to relax the country’s strict immigration limits. She found various legal means to bypass the challenges she encountered, and was often the lone voice standing against her colleagues’ antisemitic and xenophobic attitudes. By 1937, she had arranged for the safe passage of nearly three hundred thousand temporary and permanent refugees to the United States. She was attuned to injustice at home, as well; in 1933, her first act as labor secretary was to desegregate the Department of Labor’s cafeteria.

As Perkins herself once said, “Most of man’s problems upon this planet, in the long history of the race, have been met and solved either partially or as a whole by experiment based on common sense and carried out with courage.” The courage she exhibited undoubtedly saved countless workers’ lives, and the reforms she helped carry out set the stage for another century of hard-fought battles, and hard-won progress. Perkins helped ensure that those who perished in the “horrifying spectacle” of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire would not be forgotten, and while her name is nowhere near as well known as that of the president she served alongside, the progress she made on behalf of the country’s working class has changed millions of lives for the better. The woman behind the New Deal was a queer feminist, a self-proclaimed “revolutionist” who fought for what was right even when it was unpopular, and refused to back down even after her bitter male colleagues in Congress tried to impeach her in 1939 over her support for radical union leader Harry Bridges. “I came to Washington to work for God, FDR, and the millions of forgotten, plain common workingmen,” she said of her time in government. And that is exactly what she did.


“A TURNING POINT IN MY LIFE”: SUE LO KEE AND THE NATIONAL DOLLAR STORES FACTORY STRIKE

Even with an ally in the White House, a garment worker’s life was far from easy, and those who were immigrant women of color shouldered the heaviest burdens of all. In San Francisco, where a large community of Chinese immigrants had made their homes, the ILGWU reached out to Chinese-owned garment factories in hopes of raising industry standards (and by extension preventing them from “undercutting” their white-owned competitors, who remained the union’s primary targets). “The white shops were already organized and they were clamoring that the contractors were sending work out to the Chinese workers,” Chinese labor leader Sue Lo Kee later explained. “So they had to organize the Chinese.” Despite its intentions, the union made little progress until it brought in organizer Jennie Maytas in 1938. As an immigrant (Maytas was born in Hungary) and a former child garment worker, she was able to connect and build trust with the Chinese women who labored in the cramped garment factories, and the workers—already fed up with their deplorable working conditions and paltry wages—voted to form the Chinese Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, Local 341.

Sue Lo Kee, a Hawai’ian-born Chinese American garment worker, became a leader in the new union, and an even more powerful force when they voted to go on strike against National Dollar Stores later that year. The chain of factories was regarded as the best employer of its kind, yet still paid its workers only $13.30 per week. The workers demanded more, but their entreaties fell on unlistening ears. “We have tried repeatedly to negotiate in good faith with our employer, but he has consistently used the oppressive tactics of the capitalist to delay us,” a Chinese ILGWU flyer explained. The resulting strike lasted three months, during which 108 workers struck and American-born Chinese and Chinese immigrant women walked the picket line together. At the time, the 105-day strike was the longest in San Francisco Chinatown’s history. The workers ultimately won a new contract that included a forty-hour workweek—and a guaranteed pay raise. Not all the members were happy with it, but as Sue told them, “You have to start someplace.”

The win was short-lived, as National Dollar Stores shut down the following year. But with the union’s backing, Chinese workers were empowered to venture outside Chinatown’s borders and break through racial barriers to find jobs in white-owned factories. Among those propelled to new opportunities? Sue Lo Kee, who later joined the ILGWU as a staff member in Local 101. “In my opinion, the strike was the best thing that ever happened,” Sue told historian Judy Yung. “It changed our lives…. I know it was a turning point in my life.”


VIVA LA HUELGA: ROSA FLORES AND THE SAN ANTONIO FARAH STRIKE

Rosa Flores never set out to become an icon. On a balmy September day in 1970, the young Chicana was just another face in a sea of workers streaming out of the Farah Manufacturing Company factory in San Antonio, Texas. But hers was the one that the news cameras happened to capture as she raised her fist and cried out, “Viva la huelga!”—“Long live the strike!” In the heat of the day’s pro-union protest, Flores unwittingly became the face of a movement, as well as a literal poster girl. Her eye-catching image was printed on thousands of flyers and distributed around the county to rally consumers around the message “Viva la Huelga—Don’t Buy Farah Pants!”

The boycott was launched in the midst of a contentious two-year strike that saw three thousand garment workers, 85 percent of whom were Chicanas, take on one of the largest clothing manufacturers in the U.S.—and win. Sylvia M. Trevino, the first woman to walk out that day, and Flores, who had been one of the first workers to sign a union card and display a pro-union button on the factory floor a year prior, were part of a group of tireless women workers dead set on organizing their workplace. Even though they voted overwhelmingly to unionize with the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA) in 1970, management refused to recognize the effort and asked the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) to intervene. The resulting commotion put Flores in front of the cameras, and launched the factory into the public eye.

The NLRB finally ruled in the employer’s favor nearly two years later, but by then, pro-union workers’ organizing efforts had taken root throughout the factory. “I believe in fighting for our rights, and for women’s rights,” one striker said in Philip S. Foner’s 1979 Women and the American Labor Movement. “I began to realize, ‘Why did I put up with it all these years? Why didn’t I try for something else?’ ”

At the beginning, many of the Farah workers were unfamiliar with unions, or worried about retaliation from the company; most of the organizing took place clandestinely, in one-on-one conversations during breaks and in the cafeteria. The concern was justified—when word leaked, management wasted no time in cracking down on workers they suspected of supporting the union, and used intimidation, threats, and retaliation as well as heavy-handed anti-union messaging to try to bust the union drive. “When we began organizing,” one woman recounted to Foner, “[the company] put even harsher supervisors who tried to humiliate people more. If there was a shortage of work on a line, they made me sweep,” she said. “They did it to humiliate us and to assure that no organization would succeed.”

Six workers at the San Antonio factory were illegally fired for union activity on May 3, 1972, almost immediately leading five hundred of their coworkers to walk out in protest. As news spread, Farah workers in El Paso and Victoria, Texas, and Juárez, Mexico, joined as well. These workers’ days had been defined by low wages, nonexistent job security, substandard medical care, and blatant sexual harassment and racism on the job. Workers who approached retirement age were fired or forced out; those who became pregnant had no hope of maternity leave. The factory environment itself was a health hazard; workers developed respiratory illnesses from the lack of ventilation, ever-increasing quotas restricted access to the bathrooms, burdening workers with kidney and bladder infections. Still others lost fingers—or eyes—to the needles on their whirring sewing machines. As one young striker said in Manuel Castaneda’s 1973 film The People vs. Willie Farah, “They just want to work you like dogs.”

During the first week of the strike, Farah management came out swinging, hiring private guards to harass the women on the picket line and menace them with unmuzzled dogs. After the company obtained an injunction to curtail picketing, 1,008 workers were cited for violations, and many were slapped with exorbitant $400 bonds (about $2,500 in today’s cash), and thrown in jail overnight. Company-side violence quickly escalated. Several strikers were hit by Farah trucks, and Willie Farah’s own mother ran down a striking woman with her car. As tensions flared, the ACWA filed an unfair labor practices complaint with the NLRB, and threw its institutional weight behind the strike, as well as its financial support. Weekly $30 checks from the union’s coffers didn’t stretch very far in a strike composed primarily of working parents, but it was better than nothing. Before long, outside donations began to pour in from the rest of the labor movement.

The idea for a nationwide boycott came soon after. It was supported by a number of major labor unions, including the Teamsters, the United Auto Workers, and the United Farm Workers (whose own 1965–1970 boycott of Delano Grapes surely provided inspiration for the tactic) as well as the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), which had merged in 1955 and whose president, George Meany, encouraged affiliates to “Adopt a Farah Striker’s Family” to gin up contributions for the cause. Meanwhile, Farah boosted its ranks with replacements and brought in Mexican workers from just across the border. Juárez, Mexico, then had a 40 percent unemployment rate that left job opportunities scarce, pushing even sympathetic workers across the picket line to join other Farah workers who had felt squeezed by intimidation and financial pressure. As one young man told the New York Times, “I’m working because I need the money. I have a family to support. I’m for the union and all but the way things are now with prices and everything, I’ve got to keep working.”

The outside support was appreciated, but it was the Chicanas at the heart of the strike who kept it beating. For many of these women, the strike expanded their social and political horizons and challenged the traditional gender roles they’d long accepted as immutable; for some, those organizing meetings and pickets were the first independent activities they’d ever participated in outside of their homes and their roles as wives, daughters, and mothers. “For years I wouldn’t do anything without asking my husband’s permission,” one Chicana striker said in Laurie Coyle, Gail Hershatter, and Emily Honig’s Women at Farah: An Unfinished Story. “I see myself now and I think, good grief, having to ask to buy a pair of underwear! Of course, I don’t do this anymore. [The time of the strike was] when it started changing. All of it. I was able to begin to stand up for myself, and I began to feel that I should be accepted for the person that I am.”

As the strike stretched into its second year, that initial taste of independence became a full-fledged revolution. By 1974, even with their armies of scabs to keep the factories running, Farah began to feel the pinch. The boycott hurt sales, slashing yearly revenue by $20 million; the company’s stock was dropping; bad press over Willie Farah’s incendiary racist statements about the strikers—he once dismissed them as alcoholic “Latin kids”—damaged the company’s image; and by the end of 1973, four Farah locations had been closed down. Twenty-two months in, Willie Farah finally broke after the NLRB castigated his company for repeatedly violating federal labor law and abusing its workers. The resultant contract recognized the strikers’ union, increased wages, offered a health and dental plan, and affirmed job security and seniority rights.

La huelga was over for now, but Farah’s strikers were far from finished with fighting for la causa—the cause. Farah would spend the next few years trying to break the newly established union down again. “I felt that I was inferior to my supervisors, who were at the time only Anglo,” one striker explained. “None of this affects me anymore. I have learned that I am an equal. I have all the rights they have. I may not have the education they have, and I may not earn the money they earn. But I am their equal regardless.”

Half a century later, as the coronavirus pandemic swept the globe and demand for personal protective equipment like masks and gloves skyrocketed, some retailers took advantage of the moment to score some good PR—and rake in a few extra bucks. Opportunistic designers and Etsy hobbyists alike took advantage of mask mandates to profit off the sale of cloth masks, but as local governments started handing out contracts to factories to speed up production of masks for medical personnel and other essential workers, it was garment workers who shouldered the burden. A 2016 Department of Labor survey found that 85 percent of garment shops in Southern California that were randomly selected in the investigation failed to pay the minimum wage, and relied heavily on the practice of subcontracting. With many of those workers living in the U.S. without documents or being paid under the table, they were left unprotected by existing labor laws. When bad bosses are given the opportunity to exploit these vulnerable populations at will, it’s a recipe for disaster.

The lessons of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire should still serve as a dire warning for those who care about the well-being—as well as the survival—of the workers engaged in the garment industry. And yet in too many cases, that memory has been allowed to fade. In 2016, the UCLA Center for Labor Research and Education produced a shocking study of the industry called Dirty Threads, Dangerous Factories: Health and Safety in Los Angeles’ Fashion Industry. Sixty percent of garment workers surveyed reported that poor ventilation, excessive heat, and dust accumulation in the factories made it difficult for them to work, and even to breathe. Rats, mice, and other vermin were common, bathrooms and common areas were kept filthy, and 82 percent of the workers reported having never received any kind of safety training. The most chilling part of the report—a revelation that comes straight out of 1911—showed that 42 percent of those surveyed reported seeing exits and doors in their shops regularly blocked.

The report also emphasizes how the industry runs on the exploitation of immigrant workers from Latin America and Asia. “This workforce, despite being vital to the fast fashion industry, is frequently subject to exploitative, unhealthy, and dangerous workplace conditions,” it explains. “To fill the stores with a constant trendy clothing supply, manufacturers must contract low-wage labor not only in Asia but also in L.A.”

During the pandemic, Los Angeles mayor Eric Garcetti looked to the city’s bustling garment industry as a way to keep its manufacturing sector afloat, pressuring factories and sweatshops to remain open even as the virus decimated communities across L.A. This low-paid workforce, largely made up of immigrant Asian and Latina women (many of whom were also undocumented, barring them from receiving federal relief benefits), was ushered into crowded, windowless sweatshops to manufacture clothes and masks day after day for upward of sixty hours a week. They put their own health on the line to help protect others’, but few of them were given a choice either way. They, like many other low-wage workers in this country, had few if any other options. To borrow a phrase from Mark Twain, history does not repeat itself, but it does rhyme.

Today, workers like Virginia Vasquez find themselves working under conditions that would be all too familiar to those turn-of-the-century seamstresses who lost their lives to the Triangle-era garment industry. Vasquez moved to California from Guatemala in 2009 and now works as a trimmer in a Los Angeles garment factory. Like the factory girls of old, she is paid by the piece—between 10 to 12 cents per garment—and currently takes home between $250 and $280 per week for her labor. Her counterparts on the Lower East Side in the early 1900s would have recognized the conditions Vasquez and her coworkers face as they sweat in a windowless room, where rats and roaches crawl over piles of merchandise and the women are consumed with worry for their health and well-being. As Vasquez explained to me how “the heat got trapped down there,” it was hard not to think of that horrible day in 1911, and about how little has really changed.

Today’s garment workers are also laboring under yet another system of financial oppression: wage theft. Wage theft, a situation in which an employer refuses to pay a worker some or all of their earnings, impacts millions of workers across multiple industries. It is especially prevalent in this one, where a 2016 analysis by the U.S. Department of Labor found wage violations in 85 percent of the 77 Los Angeles garment factories it investigated. This finding directly reinforces the Garment Worker Center’s 2021 claim that 85 percent of L.A.’s garment workers experience wage theft. Workers interviewed by the Guardian in 2021 spoke about drawing wages as low as $6 per hour—well under the prevailing minimum wage in Los Angeles, which is the center of the country’s garment production industry (California also employs the most garment workers of any state, with forty thousand in Los Angeles alone).
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