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Foreword

In preparing the original edition of this book, published by The Macmillan Company in 1959, I had several goals in mind. I wanted to write a history of American labor in which labor was regarded not as a separate entity but as an integral part of American life. Accordingly, and within the limits set by available space, I tried to present the growth of labor against the background of American political, economic, industrial, and social history. Second, I tried to correct the all too common impression that labor as it is known today somehow appeared out of the factory system in some vague period after the Civil War. I therefore gave more than usual attention to earlier developments: the colonial labor systems, the role of labor in the American Revolution, the early labor associations, and the pre-Civil War developments upon which most latter-day labor institutions and traditions and thinking were based. Finally, I tried to indicate the effect of labor upon American institutions. For that reason, without neglecting labor’s relationship to employers—in which relationship labor often made economic gains—I also gave more than usual attention to labor’s roles in politics and in the legislative process, through which its influence upon American institutions was most often felt.

In this revised edition, my goals have remained the same. Aside from correcting some errors to which my friends and my reviewers have called my attention, I have had one other fundamental aim: I have tried to bring the history of American labor up to date. The original edition ended with the expulsion of the teamsters from the A.F.L.-C.I.O. at the end of 1957; this edition continues the history to the middle of 1965, when much of the political program that labor had developed since the passage of the Taft-Hartley Act was finally being enacted and when an expansive economy appeared to presage a favorable reversal in labor’s slowly declining fortunes.

I have not revised the bibliography; instead I have attached an addendum of significant books and articles published since my last writing. I have, however, totally revised the index.

JOSEPH G. RAYBACK   



PART ONE
The Colonial and Revolutionary Era
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The Colonial Economy


Like all pioneer societies the American colonies had an agricultural economy. But while the overwhelming majority of inhabitants in every colony earned their livelihood either as farm owners, tenants, or hired hands, the colonial economy was not exclusively agrarian. From earliest days farmers hired workers to build houses, bedsteads, and to make shoes and other products. The farmer supplied the raw materials to be transformed into finished products; the workers supplied the tools. Under such circumstances the farmer’s household became a “manufactory” and the hired men became the first industrial laborers. These laborers were itinerant, moving from farmhouse to farmhouse with their tools and skills; securing lodgings, board, and wages; and departing when the needs of the farmer-employer were satisfied. The itinerant laborer never disappeared from the colonial scene. Throughout the era, farmers continued to hire farm hands and wandering “mechanicks” whenever needs demanded. Even in the nineteenth century the itinerant worker was a common sight in sparsely settled frontier areas.

Itinerant manufacturing did not long dominate the colonial industrial scene. As population increased and thickened, the nonagricultural laborer who had accumulated a little capital settled down in town, erected a home, and opened a workshop. At this point industry entered the “custom-order” stage. A one-man industry, it depended largely at first on individual orders from merchants and farmers who could supply the materials to be transformed. Later, the workshop owner himself began to supply the raw materials of his trade which were transformed at the customer’s bidding.

While custom-order industry remained widespread throughout most of the colonial era, it gradually gave way to another form of enterprise. The change was occasioned primarily by the transformation of towns into cities and by the growth of a large population within the city environs. As the market expanded, the workshop owner began to employ journeymen to increase production; simultaneously he began to stock up on finished products made by his journeymen for sale to “sojourners” and visitors. Two classes of product were developed: a superior quality for the custom-trade and an inferior quality known as “shop” work for the lower-level trade. The new stage, known as “retail-order” industry, appeared as early as 1715 and reached a climax in the last twenty years of the century.

The change produced America’s first industrial classes. In earlier stages there were no distinct employer-employee elements; in the retail-order stage the workshop owner became an employer-merchant. He ceased, except on occasion, to perform manual labor and secured remuneration mainly from his managerial ability and his investments. Relations between him and his journeymen were harmonious. The workshop master was still a skilled worker intimately acquainted with his journeymen’s psychology. Moreover, the market was still local: the existing turnpikes were primarily feeders from the city to the near countryside. Since the market was restricted and all masters were confronted with similar conditions, it was simple to equalize competition and to satisfy journeymen’s wage demands by shifting any increase in wages to consumers. Journeymen, in turn, recognizing that their wages could best be maintained by cooperating with the masters in suppressing price-cutting competitors, actively supported their employers against those masters who refused to abide by established standards. Evidence of this harmony of interest was revealed by the establishment of “mechanics’ societies” during the eighteenth century.

Throughout these developments, manufacturing remained essentially a handicraft enterprise. A considerable portion of it was always conducted, with or without the supervision of an itinerant laborer, in the household, and some was carried on in plantation workshops. But most manufacturing occurred in or near towns and cities. In these the typical workshop of the retail-order stage employed one or two journeymen and an equal number of apprentices. Some shops were larger—notably in the carpentry and cabinet trades, in weaving, and in the tanning and shoe industries. Saw, grist, and flour mills, in which water or wind power supplemented handicraft labor, employed from two to five men. Distilleries, breweries, paper and gunpowder manufacturies, shipyards, and ropewalks achieved greater size, employing generally from five to ten, and sometimes as many as twenty-five laborers. The giant of colonial manufacturing enterprise was the iron industry, established in rural areas where there was an adequate supply of ore, water power, and large quantities of wood to be used for charcoal. An iron plantation averaged twenty-five employees; a number in every colony had more than one hundred workmen.

Manufacturing was only one of the colonial enterprises that developed employer-employee classes. In very earliest times fishing was an individual enterprise, but as a trade in fish with the West Indies developed, owners of fishing boats began to hire labor on a large scale both to help with the catch and to dry and salt the ocean product for export. Whaling went through the same development even more rapidly.

Commerce progressed through similar stages. The first merchants in America, whether trading-company agents or private individuals, were essentially importers; but as soon as surplus agricultural products appeared, they began to develop an export trade as well. Simultaneously the merchants went in search of their own supplies and the enterprise developed several divisions: shipping with its use of ships and its employment of seagoing and longshore labor; wholesaling with its use of warehouses and its employment of factors; retailing with its use of shops and its employment of clerks; and a distributing trade with its use of horses and wagons and its employment of draymen, porters, and carters.

Colonials divided the labor element engaged in their varied enterprises into three kinds: indentured servants, who in exchange for payment of passage to the colonies worked for masters under long-term contracts; free labor which included those hired for wages on farms, those engaged as artisans or as unskilled help in handicraft shops and mills, or in the longshore and distributing trades; and seagoing labor which included fishermen, whalers, and sailors—who were also free labor but were regarded as a special class. Generally, it is concluded that this laboring element formed a relatively minor portion of the colonial population. Actually, the total group constituted a substantial proportion of the population. While there are no reliable statistics upon the subject, a rough figure can be ascertained.

Information concerning the indentured servant class is best. Two census reports made by Maryland in 1707 and 1755, together with certain known trends concerning the rise or decline of indentured servitude in different colonial areas in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and incomplete immigration figures lead to the conclusion that the indentured servant class constituted about 10 per cent of the white population.

More difficult to determine is the size of the free labor population. There are literally no clues to the number of free laborers who hired themselves out to farmers. It is equally difficult to determine the number of free laborers employed in workshop, longshore, and distributing trades. Judging by the amount of enterprise carried on in the colonies and by the ubiquity of colonial manufacturing enterprise, it would seem fair to guess that the total amount of free labor ran between 2 and 4 per cent of the white population. As for seagoing labor, it has been estimated, and the figure is generally accepted, that there were 33,000 seamen employed in the colonies on the eve of the Revolution—about 2½ per cent of the white population. This proportion of seagoing laborers to the rest of the population probably remained fairly constant throughout the colonial era.

The total labor supply of the colonies can thus be reckoned as somewhere between 14 and 17 per cent of the whole white population. Of this portion about two-thirds were indentured servants, and the remainder belonged to the ranks of free labor. Similarly, about two-thirds of the whole labor element was employed in agricultural callings and the remaining third in manufacturing, fishing, and commerce.
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Colonial Labor


Of the three kinds of colonial labor, indentured servitude was in many ways the most important. Created originally by the London Company to fill the acute need for manpower in its Virginia settlements, it was thence transferred to all other American colonies. No less than 50 per cent of the total white population came to the colonies as servants. In the seventeenth century they came chiefly from England; in the eighteenth century so many Scots, Scotch-Irish, Irish, Germans, Swiss, and other nationalities came into the country as servants that by the time of the Revolution 50 per cent of the population south of New England was of non-English stock. The institution was one of the greatest colonizing agencies of history.

The overwhelming majority of servants migrated to the colonies voluntarily. Contrary to general opinion, they were not the traditionally poor, but came from the class made homeless and jobless by current economic developments—by enclosures and by the decline of the guilds. A prime force of encouragement to their migration was the persuasions of those who saw profit in the trade. Merchants early recognized that indentured servants made a fine cargo. Accordingly, they circulated printed handbills and pamphlets throughout Britain and the Continent setting forth the opportunities afforded in the American colonies in language that was the forerunner of modern advertising. This paper-and-ink campaign was supplemented by agents who worked upon the longings of the gullible and persuaded them to sign up for the long voyage.

Along with those who came freely there was another group: the convicts. Crime greatly increased in Britain, along with economic instability, after 1500. For a time the effort to suppress it took the form of a brutal code which punished some three hundred felonies with death. But in 1615 some leniency was introduced into the system by substituting exile for the death penalty. Very few convicts were sent to the American colonies in the first half of the seventeenth century, but after 1655 the numbers increased steadily. In all about 35,000 convicts were transported with Maryland and Virginia together receiving the largest bloc. Despite efforts to glamourize this element, the convicts thus bestowed on the colonies were a sorry lot; most of them were outright criminals, and probably one-fifth were guilty of serious crimes.

Not all servants were imported; a substantial amount of servant labor was recruited in the colonies. Colonial authorities regularly sentenced to servitude persons guilty of criminal actions on the ground that servitude would be a corrective. Imposition of servitude for crime was applied both to servants and to free persons. Applied to servants, the penalty did not create new labor; it merely lengthened the term of indenture. It was imposed for a number of offenses, chief of which was unlawful absence. A sentence of servitude upon free persons was imposed for most felonies. A more important colonial source of labor was the judgment debtor. The colonies originally adopted the practice of imprisoning debtors, but the need for labor led to the passage of legislation releasing the debtor from prison to serve the creditor for a period of time sufficient to satisfy the debt. The institution, despite its inequities, worked fairly satisfactorily. Debtors often petitioned the court to sell them and advertised themselves in the press to the same purpose. In the eighteenth century, with the development of an indigent poor element in colonial society, the judgment debtor became a common character.

The times and conditions under which servants were employed and lived were severe. Typical indentures—those imported from Europe—generally reached an American port in miserable condition, undernourished and disease-weakened by the voyage across the Atlantic. Upon arrival their outward appearance was refurbished and they were marched ashore where their terms of service were promptly auctioned to the highest bidder. Once sold, the indentured servant found himself bound to labor for a master at whatever tasks appointed for the period of time stipulated in his contract, if he had brought one with him, or according to the “custom of the country” if no written indenture had been made. The term of service varied from as little as one year to seven years or more. The bulk of the contracts averaged about four years. Compensation for the indentured servant consisted of food, clothing, and shelter during the term of servitude.

The colonies for the most part regarded and treated a servant, or more correctly his term of service, as private property. A servant was bought and sold at will and could be leased or hired out with almost no restrictions. He was likewise regarded as the property of a deceased person’s estate to be passed on by will, distributed by an administrator, or attached to satisfy debts.

The law gave masters authority to administer corporal punishment as a corrective to a servant for neglect of duty, abusive conduct, or general insubordination, which in practice meant refusal to work in accordance with the master’s direction or wishes. It provided for and permitted masters to extend the term of a servant who took French leave for a few days’ dissipation or who attempted to run away from his contract. The law—particularly in the southern colonies—provided severe penalties for servants who in combination refused to work or who deserted in a group. Whipping, branding, and laboring in irons were imposed upon the comparatively mild conspiracy of refusing to work; imprisonment and hanging were common punishments for the greater crime of desertion.

The disciplinary measures imposed upon the indentured servant indicate that his lot was not a happy one. Yet no accurate generalization can be made. An analysis of court records shows that cruelty and oppression of servants was not typical of New England or New York, where servants were but a small part of the population and were more frequently artisans than field hands. South of the Hudson the lot of the servant was worse. In Pennsylvania maltreatment was common. In the “tobacco colonies,” where many of the masters led drunken and dissolute lives, treatment was often brutal and sadistic.

But the temper of a master was not the only cause of misery. Those who came to America as servants were accustomed to obedience and suffering. They were not, however, accustomed to the American climate or the American working conditions. In the South the heat of the sun was fearful and exacted a heavy toll of migrants both in illness and in death until experience taught the colonists that rest during the heat of the day, on Saturday afternoon, and upon the Sabbath was more profitable. Work in the field—the lot of most servants—was more exhausting than in Europe because it included the task of preparing new land for planting. Trees had to be felled, trimmed, and dragged away; brush had to be cleared, stumps removed, and the soil turned for the first time in the history of the earth without good tools and sometimes even without the help of animals. It was a back-breaking task; even seasoned European farmers suffered under the load.

While the colonies for the most part treated the indentured servant as property, they also recognized him as a human being, different only because his mobility, his freedom of occupational choice, and certain liberties were curbed for a term of years; his children did not inherit his condition. In all other respects his rights remained unimpaired.

The factor which confirmed the servant’s status as a person was his right to a day in court. In general his appearance there revolved around enforcement of the conditions of his contract against his master. He came to pray for relief on grounds of undue discipline or insufficient food and clothing, and to sue for his freedom when his term ended. On the whole the courts were sympathetic to his plight, New England judges were especially eager to curb physical maltreatment of servants, even occasionally calling in the church to aid them. New York courts had a record unsurpassed in according relief to servants abused by their masters; in every single case of maltreatment brought before the judicial authorities of that colony before 1774 the servant was given his freedom. New Jersey and Pennsylvania courts could also boast fine records. Though they seldom discharged an abused servant, they often granted relief by transferring the servant to another employer or by admonishing the master to better performance on pain of future loss of his servant. The records of the southern colonies, however, were marred by palpable injustices. The laws of Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas specifically provided against abusive or negligent treatment, but it was no easy task to convict a master of wrongdoing in the South where the bench was invariably occupied by members of the master class and where there was a tendency to look upon servants as brute beasts. Nevertheless the courts granted redress, usually admonition to the master, in about two-thirds of the cases brought to their attention.

In addition to the right of redress in court the servants also had limited property rights. A servant who brought goods to the colonies had absolute right of property in them and full right of disposal. He had the right to receive gifts, bequests, and inheritances, and to lend money. He had the right to engage in trade and to work for himself, with his master’s permission. A term of servitude in the colonies, miserable as it was on occasion, was not wasted time. It seasoned the servant to colonial climate, accustomed him to new modes of living and working, and taught him the best methods of farming and the colonial system of marketing. It gave him acquaintances which might become useful at the end of his term; if he was an artisan his skills became known and he might acquire customers in advance for the days of his freedom. Once freed of his contractual obligations the former servant was readily accepted as a free man with the same opportunities as others. Scarcity of labor meant that he could readily acquire independence.

How many servants took advantage of their opportunities is unknown. In the southern colonies it appears that only about one in ten survived his seasoning, worked out his time, took up land, and became prosperous; probably a like number joined the ranks of the artisans, living comfortably without owning any land. The remainder died by the way, or returned to England, or became “poor whites” owning a little land, living as tenants, or earning a precarious living as hired farm labor. Outside the South the record of success was better. The indentured class of the North, more carefully culled and more liberally treated, had a much better chance to achieve an average standard of living. Taking the element in its entirety, its success in later days was probably not too far behind the record established by those who came to the colonies as free men.

Important as the institution of indentured servitude was to the colonies, it had little influence upon the condition of other forms of colonial labor and no influence upon the history of American labor as a whole. Far more significant were the condition and development of free and seagoing labor. The free-labor supply of the colonies was recruited from three sources: immigrants who paid their own way and brought with them their tools and skills, indentured servants who became free to use their skills after their term of bondage had ended, and the children of these groups, who learned their trades in America.

The condition of free labor rested upon two factors: the condition of the economy and the Tudor Industrial Code. In Britain the Code sought to assure a profit to the agricultural or industrial proprietor by guaranteeing him an adequate low-wage labor supply and, at the same time, to safeguard the worker against undue and unrestrained exploitation. The principles of the code were extensive:

1. With few exceptions it provided for the compulsory labor of all able-bodied persons;

2. To protect the workingman and to check unemployment, it restrained wrongful dismissal of employees;

3. It provided for the fixing of maximum wages by justices of the peace “according to the plenty or scarcity of the times”;

4. It declared illegal any combination of workmen to secure higher wages;

5. It provided that no workman was to depart before the end of his agreed term, and then he was required to produce letters testimonial to show that he was free to hire himself out;

6. To assure an adequate supply of skilled workmen and good quality in the manufactured product it set a term of apprenticeship of seven years; eighteenth century amendments to the code further attempted to maintain the skilled labor supply by restricting the emigration of artisans.

Every American colony made some attempt to apply the principles of the Tudor Industrial Code in whole or in part in both the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. While the application was neither complete nor entirely successful in practice, it made a recognizable impression upon the condition of labor.

All colonies adopted the principle of compulsory labor. As pioneer societies, short on manpower, they resented idleness and denounced it as the parent of all vices. The earliest laws punished idleness by whipping or fines; eighteenth century enactments provided for forced labor or commitment to the workhouse and for deportation of newly arrived unemployed individuals to the colony from which they came. All colonies, moreover, required that men between the ages of sixteen and sixty work at certain times during the year on public works projects—usually roads and highways. In time of war male inhabitants were often conscripted to carry on the agricultural pursuits of men in the militia. Since there was generally more work to be done than labor to accomplish it, the problem of finding work in the colonies was seldom acute until the eighteenth century when world economic cycles occasionally influenced employment conditions and groups of idle men appeared in the seacoast towns. It was then that workhouses were developed as corrective institutions for “beggars, Servants running away or otherwise misbehaving themselves, Trespassers, Rogues, Vagabonds, and other people refusing to work.” As the Revolution approached, colonial towns also began to set up manufacturing establishments which provided jobs for the unemployed and for children whose parents were unable to maintain them. Both the workhouse and the public manufactory upheld the principle that labor was required of all inhabitants.

Colonial authorities also enacted legislation dealing with restraints upon dismissal. Neither indentured servants nor free workmen under contract could be dismissed without reasonable and sufficient cause. Incurable illness was generally not sufficient cause. Masters were sometimes fined for breach of such law and frequently were required to provide medical attention for one injured or taken sick during employment. Although the colonists’ attitude was based upon a desire to save the local treasury the cost of relief, the principle provided definite protection to workingmen.

All colonies gave attention to the problem of wages. The most significant experiment took place in Massachusetts Bay where the early colonial leaders held strongly to the prevailing mercantilistic views concerning the obedience and honest carriage of the “lower orders.” Their first piece of legislation, enacted in 1630, was directed at the building trades in which skilled workers were limited to two shillings a day. Three years later when complaints became loud of “great extortion used by diverse persons of little conscience” because skilled tradesmen were demanding three shillings a day, the colony promulgated a comprehensive wage law. Skilled labor was limited to a daily wage rate of two shillings and the “beste sorte of labourers” to eighteen pence; the normal working day was established as running from 5:00 A.M. to 8:00 P.M. for the summer months and from the “spring of the day until night” for the winter. Two and one-half hours were allowed for breakfast, dinner, and drinking. The colony also set prices on commodities “necessary for life and comfort,” which were to be sold at a figure not more than 30 per cent higher than that which prevailed in Britain.

From the start the law was ineffective: current wages exceeded the legal levels by 50 per cent. In 1636 the authorities, recognizing their failure, turned the regulation of wages over to the freemen of the towns, vesting the right of imposing discretionary punishments in the courts. Initially, Bay Colony towns made full use of their authority, even reducing wage levels below those laid down in general legislation. After 1675, however, the system of wage and price fixing quietly disintegrated; the codes remained on the statute books, but the court’s enforcement became desultory and eventually ceased completely.

The pattern set by Massachusetts was followed to a lesser degree in Plymouth, New Haven, and Connecticut. Each enacted general codes in the early years of their history but abandoned them in the 1640’s and replaced them with laws against “oppression.” Connecticut’s law was typical: those taking “excessive” wages or “unreasonable” prices were to be punished by fines or imprisonment “according to the Quality of the offenses.” In deciding such complaints the court was required to use the opinion of “two or three of the same Occupation or Trade” as the defendant as the basis of judgment. By the eighteenth century, however, these laws were forgotten.

Wage codes outside New England were less thorough. In the middle colonies regulations were established by local authorities and in most cases applied only to specific callings. In the Dutch period of New York’s history the most common regulation concerned wages and hours of weighhouse and beer porters—both monopolistic callings; occasionally towns and counties placed limitations upon other trades, but during the English period the number of such regulations decreased. Only Pennsylvania among the middle colonies ever seriously considered the establishment of a general wage code; in 1684 it enacted a law empowering the justices of each county to set wages of workmen and to provide penalties for violation, but there is no evidence that the law was ever invoked.

Southern colonies revealed some favor for wage legislation in their formative years, but their experiments were short-lived. Maryland, in 1640, passed an act empowering the county courts to set “wages and rates of artificers, labourers and chirurgeons according to the most current rate of tobacco”; the law was never executed. In Virginia the governor and council of the London Company fixed wage rates in 1621—at about twice the amount granted to skilled workers in Massachusetts. Several counties on the Eastern Shore enforced the code during the early seventeenth century, but in general the regulations were ignored everywhere after 1640. In South Carolina interest in wage regulation appeared in the colony’s earliest years, as evidenced by the appointment of committees to draft bills of “rates,” but no legislation was enacted and interest in the problem quickly waned.

The pattern of wage legislation throughout most of the colonies was thus markedly similar during most of the period. Initially the commonly held principle that wages and prices should be fixed produced colony-wide legislation. But almost immediately authorities in colonies with a general code recognized the failure of their efforts and either by direct enactment or by tacit consent turned the problem over to local jurisdictions—where it always rested in the middle colonies. Although local authorities in some areas made a strong effort to set and enforce regulations, by the eighteenth century the wage codes were forgotten everywhere.

There was one major reason for this development. The period was one of labor scarcity in which the laborer held the whip hand. If his wage demands were not met, he could depart for other regions where he received his price without question or he could give up his trade and turn to the soil. The great need for the services of skilled and unskilled alike meant that their wage demands were paid with little legal complaining.

The principle of regulation did not die out entirely. Long after the codes were abandoned, colonial towns continued to set the fees of persons considered to be quasi-public functionaries: porters, cartmen, draymen, millers, smiths, chimney sweeps, gravediggers, and pilots. They fixed fees for such services as slaughtering, sawing wood, or grinding corn, in addition to fares on ferries, rates for wharfage and storage, prices of meat and other commodities, and charges for lodgings, food, and drink in taverns. Many colonies, particularly in the South, also laid down standards of quality and measure for certain manufactured goods, and passed laws impeding free traffic and curbing production. While such legislation affected workmen only indirectly, it did have a tendency to limit wages which employers in some fields were able to pay.

Unlike other provisions of the Tudor Industrial Code, the doctrine concerning combinations—whether created by masters to secure a monopoly of business operations or whether created by journeymen workers to secure better wages and working conditions—was not accepted by the colonies.

The craft guild, the one type of combination which was legal in Britain, did not take root in the colonies. In 1648 Massachusetts—over the vigorous protests of the country artisans who denied the colony’s right to “hinder a free trade”—chartered a shoemakers’ guild and a coopers’ guild in Boston for three years. Neither charter was renewed. New York permitted formation of a weavers’ guild, and Philadelphia chartered cordwainers’ and tailors’ guilds. None lasted more than a generation.

While the guild system was rare, attempts were made to enforce some guild regulations. Boston forbade any person who had not completed a term of apprenticeship to open a workshop, and limited the crafts to those who had been admitted as inhabitants. New York based the right to engage in a trade upon the Dutch “burgher-right”; the English translated this to mean that only freemen of the city could ply their callings—a measure enforced particularly against “foreigners” from New Jersey. A number of colonies sought to limit tradesmen to one craft. Most often such legislation was aimed at the leather industry in which butchers, curriers, tanners, and shoemakers were strictly enjoined from poaching on the territory of any allied crafts. Various cities also tried to keep farmers from engaging in trades during “off” seasons. Originally such regulations did have the effect of curbing occupational choice, but during the eighteenth century, when the laissez faire trend became stronger than the statutes, enforcement was relaxed. By the time of the Revolution these aspects of the British Code had given way to the prevailing demand for a free labor market.

The colonies’ treatment of combinations in the licensed trades likewise failed to conform to the Code. American authorities, like the British, regarded the licensed trades as public utilities—setting them up as monopolies and providing for strict regulations. But there the parallel stopped. While the British punished any action in concert by the licensed tradesmen as a criminal combination and imposed severe penalties, the colonies were more tolerant Colonial tradesmen frequently acted in concert, petitioning the government or even striking for higher fees and prices. Colonial authorities sometimes met such acts by levying small fines or by depriving individuals of their licenses; just as frequently, however, they granted the strikers’ demands. On only one occasion, the New York City bakers’ strike of 1741, was a licensed group prosecuted as a criminal conspiracy, and conviction was not obtained even in that isolated instance. At no time was any attempt made to dissolve combinations that were at odds with the government.

Another type of combination unhindered by the law was the mechanics’ society, an organization developed in most cities along the coast after 1725. Often mistaken for guilds, they were actually “benevolent and protective” associations open to both masters and journeymen. As benevolent societies they were legal. During the decade before the Revolution they often acted in collaboration with the Sons of Liberty; the societies thereby became quasi-political bodies and could have been prosecuted under the common law. No action was ever taken.

Also unmolested were combinations of journeymen. While such combinations were comparatively rare, evidence of their existence in the form of strikes, slowdowns, and conspiracies to desert can be found from the earliest days of settlement. John Winter, overseer on Richmond Island off the coast of Maine, began complaining as early as 1636 about workers who struck in “Consortship” because he withheld a year’s wages. Boston caulkers formed some sort of combination in 1741 when they agreed among themselves not to accept paper money or due bills as wages from their employers. Some twenty tailors refused to work in New York City in 1768 because of a “late Reduction of the Wages of journeymen Taylors,” and set up their own “House of Call” to compete with their former masters. Peter Hasenclever, eighteenth century ironmonger, was constantly harassed by slowdowns among his artisans and was forced to raise wages. Carpenters at the Hibernia Iron Works in New Jersey went on strike in 1774 because their wages were not promptly paid. All such concerted activities were illegal in that they were contrary both to the Tudor Industrial Code, which the common law courts might have enforced, and to statutes setting criminal penalties for the refusal of laborers in stated occupations to work. Except in one instance, colonial authorities took no action. In 1746 a number of house carpenters in Savannah went on strike; Georgia trustees, living in Britain, announced that the act was outlawed by Parliament and imposed fines as punishment. It was significant that the initiative was not taken by local officials—colonial custom ran too strongly to the contrary.

The requirement that a contract be observed by masters and laborers alike was one provision of the Tudor Code generally accepted in the colonies. Many enacted specific laws. Rhode Island’s labor code of 1647 provided that any artificers or laborers who agreed to finish any specific task should “not depart from the same … until it be finished.” Penalty for noncompliance was forfeiture of five pounds. Maryland enacted a law in 1661 which declared that all servants “hired for wages” were liable to be taken up as runaways if found ten miles from home without written permission from their masters and provided a penalty of ten days’ service for every day of absence. A Virginia act of 1726 was similar. Whether statutes existed or not, the courts of all colonies enforced specific performances of contract and granted damages for failure to fulfill an agreement. They also awarded judgment where workmen failed to perform a task in a “workmanlike manner.” Although both types of decision became less and less frequent in the eighteenth century, colonial judges never wholly ceased enforcement.

The final principle of the Tudor Code, which called for the development and maintenance of an adequate labor supply, was so wholeheartedly adopted by the colonies that it worked to the disadvantage of Britain. The colonists’ attitude on this point was colored by their own labor needs, which meant that they tried by various means to create and preserve a skilled labor supply of their own and simultaneously sought to attract labor from abroad, a practice which ran contrary to British efforts to preserve a skilled labor supply in the mother country.

With some modification almost all colonies adopted the traditional British apprenticeship system. Most colonies required that the apprenticeship contract be written and recorded. None imposed any property qualifications upon the parents of children “bound out”; it was not unusual, however, for a master in professions like law or medicine, or in commerce, to demand “premiums”—a tuition fee—from a parent. Although terms of service varied, apprenticeship was normally terminated at the age of twenty-one (sixteen or eighteen for girls) regardless of how many years had been served. Once bound out, apprentices came under the discipline of the master and his household. Masters obligated themselves to provide “sufficient Meat, Drink, Apparel, Lodging and washing,” to employ the apprentice in his trade, and to teach him its “mysteries.” In turn the apprentice promised not to reveal his master’s secrets. Northern colonies required that apprentices be afforded time to acquire formal schooling. Except on rare occasions an apprentice received no wages, though it was common to give him a lump sum at the end of his term.

The apprenticeship system never proved fully adequate in meeting colonial needs for skilled workers. Accordingly masters tried several other expedients. Efforts were made to attract artisans from other colonies through advertisements in the press; these efforts were assisted by colonial authorities who offered men with particular skills exemption from taxation for a term of years, exemption from labor on roads and highways, and exemption from militia service. In addition, the colonies adopted practices which ran contrary to British industrial needs. In the early years of settlement the British Government had sought to encourage migration because it believed that Britain was overpopulated. But when Britain’s industrial and commercial needs expanded, the official attitude changed. Restrictions upon emigration of skilled artisans were imposed; in time even the emigration of vagabonds and the unemployed was limited, a development culminating in the Act of 1774 which placed a prohibitive capital tax on all emigrants from the British Isles.

The colonies made no attempt to conform with the obvious aims of such legislation. They imported craftsmen from England, Wales, and Scotland contrary to law; they imported sawyers from Holland; naval store workers from Poland; glassworkers from the south of France, Italy, and the Rhineland; miners, forgers, colliers, carpenters, masons, and laborers from Germany; flax workers from the north of Ireland; salt and indigo workers from Huguenot France; silk workers from Italy; pottery makers, brickmakers, limeburners, cabinetmakers, shoemakers, and tanners from Sweden. Colonial ability to attract the skilled was so successful that many a British official, concerned with the future of British industry, began to suggest that emigration of skilled Europeans through British ports be prohibited.

Despite this noteworthy success the colonies’ supply of labor remained inadequate. Part of the shortage was made up by the use of women and children—particularly in unskilled trades and in household crafts. The South—where towns were lacking, markets were far apart, and wages were paid in tobacco and only at yearly intervals—ultimately turned to the training of slaves. Although white artisans bitterly opposed this encroachment upon their preserves and sought legislation to check it, the training program developed rapidly. By the time of the Revolution the South’s supply of skilled labor, though still low, was probably as adequate as that of the North.

Taken as a whole the lot of the free laborers of the colonial period was comparatively enviable. Living as they did in a noncompetitive handicraft economy, their relations with employers harmonious and their working conditions leisurely, they enjoyed—because of the laws restraining dismissal and providing for apprenticeship as a prerequisite to employment, and because labor was scarce—a high degree of job security. Unhampered by rules that limited the crafts to specific classes or by guild regulations, their freedom of occupational choice was complete. Although laws concerning specific performance limited the right of laborers under contract to quit their jobs at will and code provisions prohibited combinations of workingmen to improve their conditions, it is doubtful that these regulations worked any real hardship. While the courts enforced specific performance contracts against individuals—particularly in the South—laborers learned to avoid any trouble by demanding short-term, even daily, contracts. The effect of provisions concerning concerted action and the formation of combinations was also slight. Existence of the laws may have been a psychological deterrent to concerted action, but the evidence indicates that neither tradesmen nor journeymen hesitated to act in combination when their grievances were strong; they revealed little fear of the law. In the seventeenth century wage and fee-fixing provisions, when enforced, placed a limitation upon the laborer’s ability to charge whatever the traffic would bear, but the need for labor quickly undermined the wage codes. By the eighteenth century, except in those trades where fees were still enforced, laborers were receiving wages 100 per cent above the legal rates. Wages were so high that they gave rise to the oft-repeated statement that payment would make masters out of servants and servants out of masters. It was generally recognized that wages in the colonies were three times as high as in Britain; some reported that they were six times as high as in the Scandinavian countries. While statistical evidence is scanty, there is enough to estimate that free laborers earned real wages from 30 to 100 per cent higher than British workingmen.

The comparatively high wages thus provided the colonial laborer with a living standard far higher than that obtainable in Britain or in Europe. Poverty among the free labor element was virtually unknown in the seventeenth century and was but a minor incident in the eighteenth. A Maryland report of 1699 was rather descriptive of the whole colonial era: “Here are no beggars, and they that are superannuated are reasonably well provided for by the country.”

Nothing so well illustrates the position of the free laborers in the colonies as the comparatively great respect that was accorded them. In Britain during the same period there was a sharp class differentiation. Labor on the whole was regarded as the “lower order,” more in need of discipline than of employment. While British officials in America and some of the gentry reflected the same attitude, the settlers generally were inclined to hail the “virtuous” mechanic and to treat artisans with esteem. One almanac editor described the prevailing attitude neatly when he urged his countrymen “to prevent the execution of that detestable maxim of European policy amongst us, viz: That the common people, who are three quarters of the world, must be kept in ignorance, that they may be slaves to the other quarter who live in magnificance…. He that will not work neither shall he eat,” he declared, should be the American standard. To a great extent it was, and the workingman profited.

Seagoing labor of the colonial period was regarded as free labor, but the seaman’s condition was more thoroughly determined by tradition and law than that of other free-labor elements. On the high seas his lot was governed by a tradition that ran back to the maritime code of the ancient Greeks which the colonists, well versed in the customs of the sea, incorporated into their own laws.

The colonial seaman’s contracts of employment, unlike labor contracts of landsmen were almost invariably in writing. Whether individual or collective, the agreements usually specified wages, the amount of provisions and liquor to be supplied, the nature and length of the voyage, the date on which duties would start, and the capacity in which the seaman was to be engaged.

Wages of seamen were generally in money. In fishing, whaling, or privateering the mariner was also frequently given a share in the net proceeds of the voyage—a type of accommodation highly favored by owners of vessels since it “made every man more careful for the good of the voyage”; in addition a seaman customarily had the right to ship aboard a small amount of cargo for himself. Colonial practice permitted seamen to demand a third or a half of the amount of wages earned up to the time a vessel reached any port at which cargo was discharged.

Theoretically, seagoing labor was given special legal protection. Seamen were entitled to relief from, or a discharge from, their contracts if any punishment meted out was excessive or inhumane, if the food and living conditions were bad, if illness were contracted on a voyage, if the ship were unsafe, if the ship deviated from its specified course, or in case of wrongful dismissal. That such protection was accorded in practice is doubtful. Punishment was a part of discipline at sea, and the courts were inclined to look upon it not in relation to its moderation but in relation to its reasonableness. While murder or the drawing of blood was frowned upon, as was the administration of corporal punishment to a sick mariner, or short rations to a quarrelsome one, flogging with the “cat,” confinement, docking of provisions, and hazing were recognized as a necessary part of strict discipline. Bad food, particularly a long diet of salt pork without fresh provisions, and unfit living conditions in the small, poorly ventilated, vermin-ridden forecastles were common. Only when the food and living conditions were inadequate in addition to being bad was a seaman given relief. A seaman taken ill on a voyage could readily receive his discharge, if he did not die, for medical facilities aboard ship and in port were notoriously inadequate. Although seamen were able to compel the repair of an unseaworthy ship, they seldom secured a discharge for even serious deviations in course. They were, however, rather fully protected against wrongful dismissal, particularly overseas. Payment of full wages, or restoration in good standing, and return to home port was the usual decision enforced in such cases.

What set seagoing labor most thoroughly apart from the landlubber was the crimes of insubordination and mutiny. Refusal to work under orders, particularly in concert with others, was a much more serious offense at sea than ashore. This not only could be punished aboard ship but could be and was prosecuted ashore. Penalties ranged from whipping and heavy fines to imprisonment and death by hanging. Inability thus to protest without fear against his conditions at sea made the seaman’s lot most unenviable. Those who embarked upon a seagoing life, however, recognized it as a hard and hazardous service. Cruel and abusive masters, scurvy and pox, storms, piracy, bad food, cramped and unhealthful living conditions, and monotony were accepted as part of a seaman’s condition. Men exchanged it for companionship and chance adventure, for the hope of striking it rich, and for the not infrequent opportunity of promotion to a master’s berth. 



[image: Image]
Colonial Politics: Labor’s Role


Before the French and Indian War labor, whether free or indentured, skilled or unskilled, played a very minor role in colonial politics. The right to vote in colony elections was granted only to persons who owned specified amounts and types of income-producing property, a qualification which few laborers could meet. Labor, however, was not totally disfranchised. From time to time and from one locality to another the laws were interpreted to permit participation of laborers in local elections. In Connecticut towns “hired servants” were admitted to the polls when the majority of townsfolk deemed them to be persons of “honest conversation.” New York City and Albany both granted voting rights to freemen: those who were given the “freedom of the city.” This freedom, needed also to carry on a trade, was purchased by workmen for a moderate fee; New York City, moreover, gave many a laborer his freedom “Gratis, being a poor man.” Artificers and common laborers could purchase freedom of the city in Philadelphia, Annapolis, Baltimore, and Charleston; and artisans who had served a five-year apprenticeship were granted voting privileges in Williamsburg and Norfolk, Virginia.

But if labor did have a share in town voting, its influence upon colonial affairs was slight. There is a record of only one significant activity: during the late 1730’s Deacon Adams, father of the revolutionary propagandist, developed a political machine in Boston. Known as the “Caucus,” consisting primarily of North End shipyard workers but including other artisans and shopkeepers, the organization for a time secured a firm grip on town offices. In the 1740’s, when Massachusetts was suffering from a severe currency stringency that lowered the earnings of Boston workingmen, the Caucus allied itself with Elisha Cooke’s debtor farmers—who called themselves the Country party—to demand relief through a land bank designed to issue paper money backed by real estate. The alliance won control of the Massachusetts General Court and established its bank, which was later destroyed by the Board of Trade.

For most of the colonial period labor was content with its small part in political affairs, but in the middle of the eighteenth century its attitude changed. Recognizing that most of the colonists regarded workingmen with high esteem, artisans and seamen began to develop the attitude that such esteem entitled them to a greater share in public affairs. The attitude was revealed in many ways. Labor grumbled about its inability to vote in county and colony elections; it complained because cities were under-represented in the colonial legislature; it muttered about inequalities in the tax structure; in some colonies like New York it complained because the land was granted too freely to governors’ favorites; it growled about what remained of regulations concerning manufacturing and trade which held down wages; it revealed resentment over tithes paid to established churches; and it grumbled about sumptuary legislation which kept the laborer and his family publicly in their places. In brief, labor was developing an objection to privilege and a demand for equality.

In the 1760’s—in some cases earlier—political clubs designed to protect civil and religious liberties appeared in a number of coastal cities. Led by a handful of liberal-minded merchants and lawyers, they also included storekeepers, masters, artisans, and day laborers. They adopted many names: in New York City the Whig Club, in Philadelphia the “Volunteer Heart and Hand Fire Company,” in Baltimore the “Ancient and Honorable Mechanical Company.” What role they may have played is impossible to say; before they undertook any action they became embroiled in the pre-Revolutionary contest with Britain.

That contest began after the French and Indian War when Britain issued a series of orders and laws designed to tighten imperial trade and to provide for imperial defense. The colonists showed little alarm over the first measures intended to accomplish these ends: the Order and the Proclamation of 1763, the Sugar and Currency acts of 1764. But a pall of depression settled upon the colonies in 1765: trade became dull, money scarce, and unemployment developed in the seaport towns. Amid the general disgruntlement news of the passage of the Stamp Act arrived in the colonies. Almost instantaneously the colonists reacted. They concluded that the depression had been caused by the Sugar Act which had destroyed trade with the West Indies and which drew money out of the colonies and by the Currency Act which prohibited the issue of paper money. The Stamp Act would make matters worse; it would increase the cost of doing business, drain more specie out of the colonies, and might even paralyze trade entirely. In addition, the act struck at two cherished political institutions: the right of self-taxation and the right to trial by jury. Those whose pocketbooks were unaffected by the act were angered by the curb on their political liberties.

The merchant gentry, injured economically, acted first. Denouncing the year-old Sugar Act as burdensome and the new Stamp Act as unconstitutional, they instituted a boycott of British goods in the northern seaports. Other elements also joined the contest. In Connecticut an organization known as the Sons of Liberty appeared. Almost immediately bodies with similar names developed in other seacoast towns. The exact origins of the various Sons of Liberty groups are obscure. In Boston, the Caucus, now captained by Sam Adams, was responsible; in other cities the new political clubs provided leadership; elsewhere, the Liberty Boys seem to have sprung from the streets. Like the political clubs the Sons of Liberty were led by a few merchants and lawyers; the main body, however, consisted of an admixture of workingmen—masters, mechanics, day laborers, and seamen. Wherever they appeared, they threw their strength into the campaign to nullify the Stamp Act. In Boston a Sons of Liberty mob hanged the local stampmaster in effigy; then, led by Andrew Macintosh, a cobbler, it attacked and gutted his house. Later the same mob tore down the customhouse offices and attacked the home of Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson, a symbol of the aristocratic ruling clique of Massachusetts. When Hutchinson fled, the Sons of Liberty assumed control of the town. The mob was reorganized: servants, Negroes, and sailors were placed under the command of the carpenters; the Sons of Liberty were organized as the “Mohawks”; and an elite corps of 150 men was turned over to Cobbler MacIntosh. Courts and economic enterprise resumed normal operations without stamps. Meanwhile, in New York City a mob of mechanics and artisans, sailors, and the “rough element” of the city hanged Lieutenant Governor Cadwallader Colden in effigy and sacked the home of an army major who had threatened to cram the stamps down the public throat with bayonets. The stamps were then stored in the city hall and never used. Similar, though less violent, action occurred in Newburyport, Providence, Philadelphia, and Charleston.

When the initial controversy with Britain ended, the Sons of Liberty could look back upon their actions with considerable satisfaction. Although their conduct had not been exemplary, tending too much toward rioting and destruction of property, they could claim a share in defeating the detested measure which violated colonial rights. In addition they had learned that power could be exerted, without the vote, through the medium of mass demonstration.

The second contest with Britain was precipitated by the Townshend Act which levied a tax upon tea, lead, paint, glass, and paper imported into the colonies and was intended to raise revenue which would be used to pay the salaries of colonial officials, thus freeing them from dependence upon colonial legislatures; and by an act suspending the New York Assembly until such time as it complied with the provisions of the Quartering Act.

Organizations with which workmen were associated reacted first. In Boston the Caucus denounced the Townshend Act both as an unconstitutional tax intended to drain money from the colonies and as an act to place the governor and his minions out of reach of the public where they could suppress popular liberties. Late in 1767 the town meeting—to which the “lowest mechanics” swarmed in a body—demanded a boycott of British goods. When nearby towns echoed the demand, Boston merchants drew up a one-year nonimportation agreement to become effective when New York and Philadelphia approved. Although New York merchants complied, Philadelphians, recognizing that they could readily pass the new duties on to the consumers, played laggards. The initial effort at reprisal collapsed.

The Caucus continued its campaign; through a heavily attended town meeting it persuaded Boston merchants to adopt their own nonimportation measures in August, 1768. Mercantile groups in other New England towns quickly subscribed to the new effort. In New York City merchants adopted a similar compact; tradesmen and artisans adding their support with a separate agreement that pledged boycott of British goods until all obnoxious acts and duties were repealed. In Philadelphia, meanwhile, several mass meetings of “inhabitants” persuaded the Quaker merchants to join the campaign. The movement then spread to the South. In North Carolina the Sons of Liberty of Wilmington and Brunswick made their own agreement, and the colonial assembly extended it to the province. In Charleston the “mechanicks” finished the task begun by their Boston counterparts. In October, 1768, they elected half of their own city ticket for the colonial assembly; with their influence at high mark they allied themselves with a planter group and pressed local merchants to pledge nonimportation. When the pressure failed, they formed their own agreement and announced that they would boycott the merchants who did not sign it. South Carolina soon lined up with the other colonies.

Although workingmen were partially responsible for the institution of the nonimportation agreement of 1768, they had only a minor share in its enforcement. Boston mechanics and day laborers developed a boycott against merchants who failed to sign the nonimportation compact; in New York City, where the Sons of Liberty apparently dissolved temporarily, its former members occasionally imposed a tar-and-feather treatment upon persons deemed guilty of grossly “unpatriotic” behavior. But generally the task of enforcement was left to the merchants themselves.

Workingmen, on the other hand, became embroiled with the British military forces which descended upon the colonies. Troops arrived in New York City in 1767. Although their appearance reminded the city’s inhabitants that their assembly had been dissolved for failure to provide for the troops, no incident marred their arrival Within the next year, however, as the city sank more deeply into an economically depressed condition, laborers began to charge that their distress was caused by the soldiery which, according to British custom, had been allowed to accept civilian employment on their off-duty hours. Accordingly, when the bill providing British soldiers with fuel, candles, and a liquor ration was introduced into the colonial assembly in December, 1768, the “inhabitants” of New York proceeded to agitate and parade against it. The pressure failed; the bill passed.

During 1769 economic conditions in the city and colony reached a stage of crisis as prisons filled up with insolvent debtors, and it became necessary to pass laws for their relief. When the provision bill was introduced for renewal in December, 1769, the city burst forth in wrath. A group of former Liberty Boys published a handbill charging that the assembly had betrayed the colony in passing the previous provision bill; a huge mass meeting of mechanics and seamen adopted resolutions urging the assembly to refuse all funds to the soldiery. When these incidents were followed by the arrest of Alexander McDougall as the author of the incendiary handbill, a large crowd of artisans and laborers vented their feelings by attacking a group of British soldiers who had cut down the Liberty Pole on Golden Hill, erected to commemorate the repeal of the Stamp Act.

Meanwhile, British troops also arrived in Boston. Almost immediately a hot feud sprang up between them and the laborers along the wharfs, for in Boston, too, the soldiers were permitted to accept off-duty employment, thus taking the bread out of the mouths of the “honest and sober citizenry and their families.” Head cracking between the two elements became a daily occurrence in taverns, in alleys, and even in the streets. Incident piled upon incident, culminating in the Boston Massacre early in March, 1770, when five Bostonians were killed.

The Battle of Golden Hill and the Boston Massacre had wide significance. Well publicized, the incidents bred a marked feeling of hostility throughout the colonies against the British Government; they raised the thought that Britain was treating the colonies like stepchildren. Whether fair or not, relations between Britain and her colonies were poisoned. Among seacoast laborers the effect was permanent; thereafter they refused almost to a man to work for the British Army, even when the wages offered were above those current.

In the spring of 1770 Parliament repealed all the Townshend duties except that on tea. The news placed the colonists on the twin horns of a dilemma. Except for the merchants of Boston, whose prosperity was based on unrestricted trade, mercantile interests along the seaboard agreed that they had won their point; they were ready to repeal the boycott. The Sons of Liberty objected. During the course of the second controversy with Britain, many towns had made a strong effort to develop domestic manufactures to replace the goods regularly imported. While some of the larger projects failed, those that succeeded created a large demand for both skilled and unskilled labor. Workingmen readily recognized that a breach of the nonimportation agreement would produce a flood of British-made goods to the jeopardy of their jobs. In addition laborers had developed ideologies. Through association with liberal merchants and lawyers they had become believers in the principle that Parliament had no right either to levy taxes upon them or to dissolve colonial assemblies. Their quarrel with Britain had become one of principle; repeal of some duties without repealing all did not satisfy their conception of what was due them.

With these factors as spurs, the Caucus in Boston and a mass meeting of “manufacturers and mechanics” in Philadelphia announced their determination to make the nonimportation agreement permanent. In New York City the one-time Sons of Liberty warned that they would “brand with public infamy and public punishment, the miscreants who, while the odious Power of Taxation by Parliamentary authority, is in one single instance exercised, even dare to speak of the least infraction of the nonimportation agreement.”

While these announcements persuaded merchants to postpone repeal, their desire to resume their profitable trade with Britain soon grew stronger than their fear of mob action. In July, 1770, New York merchants announced that they would begin importing all products except tea. Former Sons of Liberty denounced the statement in violent language and paraded the streets in an effort to uphold nonimportation, but a poll of the city’s electors revealed that the majority favored the resumption of trade in all articles except tea. Although scathing criticism descended upon the New York merchants from every point of the compass, the poll broke the impasse. Soon after, the merchants of all cities and towns along the coast resumed trade with Britain.

While the second controversy with Britain ended somewhat unsatisfactorily, the Sons of Liberty had learned several valuable lessons. They had discovered once again that they could influence political affairs; they had learned that there was a definite conflict in principle between the merchants’ concept of the controversy and their own; that the merchant class had its eyes fixed on the profit-and-loss columns of its accounting ledgers and not on colonial liberty; and that their organization was still not a thoroughgoing one.

The three years that followed repeal of the Townshend duties were years of prosperity and quiet in the colonies. The tradesmen and mechanics of Philadelphia continued their political activities, placing several of their nominees on the assembly ticket in the elections of 1770 and 1771 and creating a “Patriotic Society” for the purpose of voting en bloc at elections. But elsewhere, even in Boston, the shopkeepers, mechanics, and laborers retired into everyday living.

But these years of peace were also years of development. Beneath the placid surface of colonial life men were preparing for the next contest. The leader of the movement was Sam Adams, who was determined to keep the local machines functioning and to weld them somehow into an intercolonial unit; and at the same time he was determined to spread the spirit of liberty, which had been awakened in the seaport towns, among the farmers of the interior. Two events gave him his opportunity. In 1771 Britain provided for payment of the salary of the governor of Massachusetts from crown funds; shortly afterward it made the same provision for the governor of New York. While neither act aroused the colonies out of their sense of well-being Adams used them to create a Boston “Committee of Correspondence,” designed to keep other localities informed of what new steps Britain was taking toward establishing “tyranny” in the colonies. The Committee, which was nothing more than the leaders of the Sons of Liberty, proved inspired. Shortly it began to flood the rural areas of Massachusetts with propaganda setting forth the rights of man and urging all believers in natural law to establish committees of correspondence which would guard the liberties of the colonial peoples against further encroachments. Among the elements who had constituted the Sons of Liberty and who had become impressed with their previous defenses of colonial liberties the propaganda quickly took hold. In three years local committees of correspondence had appeared in a multitude of seacoast and interior towns stretching from Casco, Maine, to Savannah, Georgia.

The value of the intercolonial organization that was developed in these years of quiet became apparent after 1773. In that year Britain passed the Tea Act, authorizing the East India Company to export its tea directly to the American colonies; all tea thus shipped was to be free of British duties, but consumers would have to pay the threepenny Townshend duty still in effect in the colonies. The Tea Act thoroughly alarmed the merchants: in one stroke it destroyed their tea trade, for even the smuggler could not hope to compete against the lower cost of the East India house; in addition it granted the company a monopoly. The act also alarmed the old Sons of Liberty, since importation of East India tea would compel all colonists to pay the unconstitutional tea tax. Merchants and Liberty Boys agreed that enforcement of the act had to be prevented.

As before, Boston assumed the leadership of the colonial cause. Led by the Committee of Correspondence, the Sons of Liberty reformed and demanded that the tea consignees resign their commissions. When the consignees refused, a mob attacked the store of one of them; the attack was repulsed. While the failure brought a sharp drop in Boston’s reputation as a patriotic stronghold, the city’s Liberty Boys soon restored their position. When the tea ships arrived, merchants, artisans, shipyard workers, and shipmasters from the North End descended upon the vessels tied up at the docks and quietly dumped their cargoes of choice Bohea into the bay.

News of the Tea Party streaked down the seacoast; the nation was charmed by the sublimity of the act. Everywhere Sons of Liberty set out to emulate Boston’s example. In New York City, where a huge mass meeting of inhabitants had persuaded the tea consignees to resign their agencies, and where the reconstituted Sons of Liberty had circulated a document threatening all who dealt in dutied tea with a severe social and economic boycott, the patriots waited for three months until a ship arrived in port with a private cargo of tea. Without attempting to negotiate, the city’s “cobblers and tailors” threw the tea overboard. In Philadelphia “the inhabitants,” who had given notice that any one who attempted to bring tea ashore would be treated as a public enemy, turned back the first ship to arrive with a single question: “What think you, Captain, of a Halter round your neck, Ten gallons of liquid tar decanted on your Pate, with the Feathers of a dozen wild Geese laid over that to enliven your Appearance?”

The rejoicing of the Sons of Liberty over the defeat of the Tea Act was loud and gleeful. They recognized that they were establishing a point which they had failed to establish three years earlier when the merchants had resumed imports from Britain before all legislation which the colonies regarded as unconstitutional had been repealed. Among the gentry, however, the destruction of private property produced a shocked and remorseful silence; they recognized that punishment was certain.

First news of the expected punishment, in the form of the Boston Port Act, reached the colonies in May, 1774. In the succeeding weeks notice arrived of other punitive legislation: the Massachusetts Government Act, the Administration of Justice Act, a new Quartering Act, and the Quebec Act. The five laws changed completely the nature of the contest with Britain. The merchants and their desire for trade reforms had dominated the earlier controversies; the Sons of Liberty and the issues of taxation without representation and trial without jury—which shopkeepers and mechanics regarded as paramount problems—had played subordinate roles. The Intolerable Acts eliminated all commercial principles from the contest; all that remained was the starkly simple political question of the right of Parliament to punish Boston and to expurgate the Constitution of Massachusetts.

In this situation the merchants instinctively sided with Britain. Belatedly recognizing that their welfare was closely tied with the British mercantilistic system, they could see no commercial advantage to be gained in fighting over constitutions and natural rights. But the Committees of Correspondence and the Sons of Liberty now suddenly came into their own. Here was a dispute untainted by a profit motive, a dispute in which their own concepts of colonial rights were at stake.

The struggle to assert the colonial position began in Boston. Early in May a town meeting, dominated by the Caucus, appealed to the colonies to impose a complete boycott on trade with Britain till the blockade of Boston was lifted. Simultaneously the local Committee of Correspondence drafted a “Solemn League and Covenant,” pledging signers to suspend all commercial intercourse with Britain until the laws “tending to the entire subversion of our natural and charter rights” were repealed. Enforcement of the pledge was to rest entirely in the hands of those “two Venerable orders of Men stiled Mechanicks and husbandmen, the strength of every Community.”

But the campaign of the Caucus met with obstacles. Merchants, even in Boston, objected to the precipitate haste, pointing out that this was not a struggle against American merchants who would be ruined by another nonimportation agreement, and suggesting resort to “moderate prudent measures” before use of economic warfare. New York City’s merchants urged that a Continental Congress be called to discuss the problem. Although the Sons of Liberty denounced the suggestion as dilatory, they accepted it and promptly began an intensive campaign to win control of the Congress.

In New England they had little trouble. Led by the well organized Committees of Correspondence they easily captured a majority of the section’s delegates. But their task was much harder in the two great colonies of the Middle Atlantic States where the conservative merchants held a firm grip upon the machinery of government and publicity. The Sons of Liberty, nevertheless, scored a partial victory. In New York they accomplished their aim through a “Committee of Mechanics,” named by a mass meeting, which by demanding that any delegates selected be given popular approval, finally forced the merchants into a compromise whereby the city named conservative delegates who announced that they were of the opinion “that a general nonimportation agreement, faithfully observed, would prove the most efficient means to procure redress of … grievances.” In Philadelphia the “inhabitants”—a mass meeting heavily attended by all kinds of workingmen—gained their objective by calling a convention which demanded that the colonial assembly name delegates with unrestricted power to suspend trade relations with Britain. The legislature, which recognized that its power of decision was being threatened, promptly chose a slate of conservative delegates and granted them the widest authority to adopt measures for redress and the establishment of union and harmony with Britain. South of Pennsylvania workingmen influenced the selection of delegates only in South Carolina where Charleston mechanics, participating almost as a unit in the elections, helped name three of their ticket of five to represent the colony.

The Sons of Liberty were more than satisfied with the results of the First Continental Congress. When the delegates gathered at Philadelphia, a majority revealed a tendency toward moderation and negotiation of differences. Yet for several reasons the Congress ultimately adopted a radical program. At the time of the election of delegates only the provisions of the Boston Port Act had been generally known, and many felt that the measure was just. But the publication of the other four Intolerable Acts which appeared to be unnecessary and arbitrary served to reenforce the radical contention that Britain was bent on imposing tyranny upon the colonies. The demand for drastic colonial retaliation accordingly increased. The Sons of Liberty, moreover, had a program of action in the Resolves which had been drawn up by a convention of Committees of Correspondence in Suffolk County, Massachusetts. The Resolves denounced the coercive acts as a gross violation of the British Constitution to which no obedience was due; they recommended an absolute nonimportation agreement; and they called upon all inhabitants to arm themselves in defense of their liberties. Presentation of these Resolves to the Congress placed the delegates in a difficult position. Conservatives regarded them as rash and impolitic, but even they found it difficult to disapprove because such action would divide the colonies’ solid front, and almost all delegates recognized that unity was essential. Accordingly, a majority of the state delegations approved, an action tantamount to making the Resolves into the program of the Congress.

After swallowing the camel presented by the open rebellion in the lines of the Suffolk Resolves, the Congress could hardly strain at the gnat of nonintercourse. By their subsequent actions the delegates wrote the program of the Sons of Liberty into a platform for all the colonies. In the “Declaration and Resolves” they protested against Britain’s imposition of taxes without their consent, against deprivation of trial by jury and the imposition of standing armies in time of peace, against dissolution of colonial assemblies, and against the attempt to coerce them with five measures “most dangerous and destructive of American rights.” In the Continental Association they made provision for redress through a nonimportation, nonexportation, nonconsumption agreement. Enforcement was to be carried out by committees elected in each city, town, and county. Pledges were given that there would be no withdrawal until all the obnoxious and unconstitutional acts previously mentioned had been repealed.

When the First Continental Congress adjourned, it was the liberal merchants and professional men, the shopkeepers, master craftsmen, artisans, and free laborers—the Sons of Liberty—who rejoiced. They had finally placed the contest with Britain on their own terms. A Newport newspaper well expressed the spirit when it proclaimed that the action of the Continental Congress had revealed that “mechanics and country clowns (infamously so called) are the real and absolute masters of kings, lords, commons and priests.”

The statement had to be proved. Many of the conservative gentry, aghast over the presumption of Congress that it had a right to legislate for the colonies, resolved not to obey the regulations. Had these conservatives united, they might have checked the radicals; but their organization quickly disintegrated, torn between those who would give no allegiance to the extralegal activities of the Congress and those who hoped to guide the colonies toward a more temperate course. The small tradesmen, shopkeepers, and “many who could not get credit for twenty shillings” manned the committees named to enforce the boycott, forcing all persons to choose between loyalty to the crown and allegiance to the Continental Congress. Because those who most conspicuously chose loyalty to the king were of the gentry class, who had surrendered principles before, the committees’ determination to defend colonial rights grew more rigid. Out of this determination the war was born. In New England enforcement of the Continental Association was accompanied by “farther regulations” which were deemed necessary to execute the instrument. Those additional regulations consisted of the gathering of military supplies and the drilling of troops which would be ready to defend colonial rights by arms. Governor Thomas Gage’s attempt to seize the cache of arms so gathered at Concord was the event that precipitated the war. The platform of the Sons of Liberty had plunged the colonies into an armed defense of their rights within the empire.

In the whole process from verbal resistance to war workingmen had played an important role. Although they had supplied little, if any, of the leadership and polemics for the contest, they had provided—through participation in the activities of the Sons of Liberty and a myriad of committees, through mass meetings, mob action, and public demonstrations—the supporting force which leaders of the resistance needed to make their goals achievable. 
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Revolutionary War Developments


During the fifteen months between the battle of Lexington and the Declaration of Independence workingmen continued to participate in political events. Two issues secured their attention: organization of the infant war and the problem of severing the tie with the empire.

When the war began, the colonists were not totally unprepared. Assemblies and provincial congresses of New England had named Committees of Safety to supervise the drilling of militiamen and the gathering of supplies and munitions in October, 1774. These colonial committees had used the local committees of inspection, heavily weighted with mechanics, to fulfill their obligations. With the opening of the war this organization moved smoothly and unspectacularly. The committees of inspection merely transformed themselves into committees of defense and stepped up the tempo of their activities. South of New England, however, preparations for war had proceeded much more slowly. In New York little thought was given the problem until news of Lexington reached the city. The situation then changed rapidly; a mob, led by the old Sons of Liberty, seized control of the city, forced the arsenal, and distributed war supplies. A new committee of defense was named to take over the government. Using the city’s artisans and laborers as deputies, the committee opened the port, established a night watch, secured arms and ammunition, and began military drill. Philadelphia and Charleston workingmen engaged in the same activity, carrying out the necessary task of mobilizing for war in the months before the colonies of Pennsylvania and South Carolina could officially organize resistance.

The question of severing imperial bonds, which had been hidden in the minds of some men from the opening days of the war, did not become an openly discussed issue until the end of the year 1775. From the first, artisans and laborers apparently welcomed the idea as a logical conclusion to the long struggle to establish colonial rights; in addition it held forth an opportunity to destroy gentry domination. In New England, where the movement for independence was inherent in the whole program of pre-Revolutionary resistance and where the attitude prevailed that Britain had cast off its colonies by opening the war at Lexington, there was no great struggle over the issue. A few important individuals hesitated, but the prevailing tide was too strong.

The story was different in the colonies of the Middle Atlantic States. New York, even after the war began, was dominated by moderate elements. The first provisional assembly that governed the colony was controlled by conservative back-country agrarians. Their caution was clearly revealed by their refusal to acknowledge the authority of the Continental Congress and to break off relations with the royal governor, William Tryon. When New York City’s “radicals” began to agitate the question of independence late in 1775, the assembly studiously ignored the clamor, even refusing to name delegates to the Third Continental Congress which was expected to act on the issue. But the radicals were not to be denied so easily. Acting through a “mechanics’ committee” chosen at a mass meeting, they threatened to name their own delegation to the Continental Congress. The threat alarmed moderates who were beginning to recognize that severance of the tie with Britain was needed both to produce a revival of the colony’s stagnated commerce and to bring about the consummation of a foreign alliance without which successful resistance was doubtful. To forestall any hasty action they consented to the election of new assemblymen from the city—fifteen of whom favored independence. Although this action brought no immediate results, the radicals’ continued agitation, through demonstrations in which workingmen participated in large numbers, made the question of severing the tie with Britain the chief issue of the election of June, 1776. The provisional assembly chosen at that time declared the bond between Britain and New York dissolved on July 9, 1776.

In Pennsylvania the contest over the issue of independence was also protracted. The attitude of the colonial assembly, which contained a western minority inclined toward radical measures, was revealed by its rejection of suggestions for reconciliation with Britain and by its disarming of those “notoriously disaffected to the Cause of America.” Nevertheless, the assembly was conservative enough to instruct its delegates to the Continental Congress to reject any proposition leading to separation from the mother country. The leading radicals of Philadelphia, accordingly, began to lay plans for erecting a government more responsive to their wishes. The strategy worked. After a mass meeting of the “inhabitants”—largely workingmen—of Philadelphia suggested the calling of a convention to reconstruct the government, the assembly’s conservatives, fearing the loss of their century-old control of affairs, changed their instructions to the colony’s delegates, authorizing them to vote on the question of severing ties with Britain. Thus, when the Congress finally declared the independence of the United Colonies, workingmen of the northern cities could claim a small share of the credit for the act.

Because of the lack of historical evidence labor’s role in the Revolutionary War after the nation’s declaration of independence is obscure. That labor—both indentured and free—enrolled in the American armies is clear. Enlistment of indentured servants, an issue complicated by the master’s property interest in the services of his servant, presented the states with some of their knottiest problems. In the colonial period New England had disregarded this interest, providing for compulsory military service of all servants, while Pennsylvania and the tobacco colonies forbade enlistments and compensated masters where servants enlisted without consent. During the Revolution no consistent practice was followed. The Continental Congress encouraged recruitment of servants. Rhode Island, New Jersey, and Maryland declared them eligible for enlistments without their masters’ consent. New York permitted enlistment with consent of masters, but without compensation to masters. Pennsylvania and the southern states specifically exempted servants, but Pennsylvania found it necessary to compensate masters because a large number of servants enlisted anyway and the southern states changed their attitude after the war spread into the South.

Enlistment of free labor was less complicated. Conscription for militia duty had been a universal practice in the colonial period; exemption from military service for workers in essential or favored industries had also been universal. During the Revolution the Continental Congress, state governments, and Committees of Safety followed colonial practices. Congress recommended exemptions for workers in powder mills and munitions factories. The states in general exempted a portion of the artisans employed in flour and grist mills, shipyards, foundries, ropewalks, and upon ferries.

What part conscripts and volunteers from the ranks of labor played in the armed forces is not clear. While the army needed and used the services of many kinds of artisans ranging from military engineers (posts often filled by carpenters) to tailors, and while the muster rolls of every company contained the names of men identified as artisans, laborers, or servants (lieutenants and sergeants were commonly skilled laborers) their services as a group are unrecorded.

The war had little direct effect upon indentured servitude. Ideologically, many men became convinced that servitude was “contrary to the idea of liberty this country has so happily established,” but the institution remained intact during the whole war, weakened only by the fact that there was no importation of servants. While there were only a handful of persons still under contract at the end of the war, this situation was quickly remedied in the 1780’s. Importation of servants, particularly from Germany and Ireland, was resumed on a scale every bit as large as in the pre-Revolutionary years. The postwar migration was different: it contained no convicts and it was channeled almost exclusively into the area between the Hudson and Potomac rivers—a change which in no way affected the vigor of the system.

But the Revolution was an indirect cause for the eventual disappearance of servitude. The war gave the more humanely inclined element in America an opportunity to enact legislation correcting the horrors of the trip across the Atlantic. These new laws regulating conditions aboard ships, providing for quarantine and registration, greatly reduced the profits earned in the trade, and the number of indentured servants coming to America gradually declined. Northern attacks upon slavery helped destroy the system. The Quock Walker case in Massachusetts (1783) which ruled that slavery was contrary to the state constitution was applied to indentured servants. Mary Clarke’s case in Indiana (1812) which ruled that indentured servants were held in involuntary servitude which was contrary to the Northwest Ordinance struck at the institution over a wide area. In 1817 the system still existed in almost every state in the union; by 1831 it had disappeared.

The Revolution had slight effect upon most of the normal activities of free laborers who continued their peacetime callings. Only one effort was made to abridge labor’s freedom during the war—in the form of a program of wage-and-price regulation north of the Mason-Dixon line. The Second Continental Congress provided the impetus for the action when it ordered the army to pay no more for military goods than “the first cost of them and five percent for charges,” and called upon the states to aid in getting goods for the army at suitable prices. Local committees of inspection, accordingly, began setting the prices of numerous commodities.

It soon became evident that such efforts were insufficient: the depreciating continental and state currencies made it almost impossible to maintain prices on a stable level. Early in 1776 Connecticut took off the shelves its old statute against oppression and added amendments to make it more effective; in the meantime Massachusetts and New Hampshire towns began to petition their legislatures for relief from high prices. The widespread agitation resulted in a convention of four New England states at Providence late in 1776. The convention suggested adoption of a wage schedule in which skilled labor was limited to 5 to 7 shillings a day, about 50 per cent higher than in 1774, and a scale of prices for some twenty-seven domestic commodities. While New England legislatures immediately adopted the proposals, the program quickly disintegrated. As the value of currency continued to decline, farmers began to withhold their produce from town and city markets, and the pressure for lifting ceilings became intense. Less than a month after the plan became effective Massachusetts revised all schedules upward. Although other states protested, they, too, made revisions and the whole program fell into contempt.

In November, 1777, the Continental Congress recommended that further efforts be made “to regulate the prices of labour, manufacturing, [and] internal produce.” A convention at New Haven, attended by delegates from New England, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, suggested the enactment of schedules which in general placed wages and prices 75 per cent above those current in 1774. Four states—Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania—responded, but their laws proved ineffective. When Congress recommended repeal in the summer of 1778, the states quickly suspended their regulations.

The catastrophic decline in the value of paper currency during the following year led to one more effort at wage and price control. District conventions in Massachusetts and Rhode Island, and citizens’ committees in various counties and towns of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania and Delaware, set up wage scales limiting the skilled laborer to a daily rate of 75 shillings, a figure about fifteen times higher than wages current in 1774. These local efforts came to a climax when New England and New York combined in a call to the states as far south as Virginia to attend a wage- and price-fixing convention at Philadelphia. But opposition to wage and price limitations had grown too strong: such controls were denounced as futile, as unconstitutional, and as a violation of property rights because they compelled a person to accept less in exchange for his goods than he could obtain in an uncontrolled market. The Philadelphia convention of January, 1780, accomplished nothing.

While the revival of wage and price controls during the war was unsuccessful, it had a direct effect upon labor’s condition. Workingmen, generally, supported the restrictive measures; they were interested in keeping down prices and were willing to hold down their wages to keep the cost of living at prewar levels. When they learned that prices were advancing beyond the schedules set, they raised their own demands—for which they were severely censured. The evidence, however, tends to confirm labor’s argument that it was merely trying to keep pace with rising costs. In 1778, for example, a Massachusetts farm laborer, accustomed to receiving the equivalent of one bushel of corn for a day’s work, was receiving a wage equal to only three pecks. In 1779, Philadelphia’s master craftsmen estimated that prices of food and other commodities had risen twenty times while wages had increased only fourteen times over the prewar figures. The net result of the whole desultory system of controls was adverse to labor; it served to check the rise of wages while it failed to check the rise in the price of commodities.

Politically, the Revolutionary War period should have been one of major significance to labor. A time of constitution making and social reform, it offered workingmen an opportunity to solve old grievances, which had caused some of them to join pre-Revolutionary political clubs. Pushed into the background during the decade between 1765 and 1775, these grievances nevertheless had remained alive and had even solidified into simple demands for an extension of the suffrage by lowering or abolishing property qualifications for voting—workingmen would have been satisfied with a system which granted voting rights to all males who paid taxes, or who were eligible for militia service—and for a more equitable distribution of representation in the legislature which would have given a much larger influence to the seaboard cities where labor was concentrated.

The response of constitution makers and legislators to this platform was disappointing. Between 1776 and 1784 the franchise was broadened in virtually every state, but few lowered qualifications enough to permit labor to vote. New Hampshire extended the franchise to all taxpayers. New York granted voting rights to all who had been freemen in Albany and New York City as of 1775, but not to those who became freemen at a later time. Pennsylvania, where the constitution was produced by radicals, granted the vote to all adult males who paid taxes. Virginia gave the vote “to certain artisans residing in Norfolk and Williamsburg.” All other states continued to maintain a freehold qualification, making it necessary to own land or large amounts of productive property as the prerequisite for enjoyment of the franchise.

Most states set up a more equitable system of representation. But while city delegations were enlarged, labor reaped little benefit. Boston’s representation in the Massachusetts Assembly was increased, but the mechanics and laborers had no vote. New York City had its seats in the state legislature increased from four out of thirty-five to nine out of sixty-four; but the labor vote was confined to those who had been freemen in 1775, and the increased representation could hardly reflect the will of the laboring element. Philadelphia, on the other hand, had its representation reduced from four out of forty-one to six out of seventy-two votes—an act which partially nullified the new franchise gained by the city’s artisans and laborers.

Considering the strong supporting role which labor had played in pre-Revolutionary developments this failure seems strange. Yet the explanation is simple. Once the Revolution began it secured support from two elements: a comparatively small, conservative property-owning group and the old Sons of Liberty. The conservative elements were still the voters; only a minority of the Sons of Liberty was enfranchised. In almost all the colonies the conservative electors remained in control of the agencies of government, even the revolutionary conventions and provisional congresses. This conservative element was neither democratic nor inclined to give up the control it had so long enjoyed. Moreover, it feared the propensity of the propertyless laboring element for mob action. It could not be expected to extend the franchise to those whom it regarded as an irresponsible rabble.

In addition the Sons of Liberty disintegrated. Many of the leaders, professional and propertied for the most part, became “respectable” and conservative. Sam Adams was an example: extremist among revolutionaries, he was concerned primarily with the tyranny of rulers and not with the broadening of the basis of government. He was willing to accept “the people” as they existed in 1776; suffrage extension was no part of his program. John Morin Scott, Alexander McDougall, and Marinus Willett, leaders of New York City’s mechanics, represented the same sort of thinking.

The attention of the members of the old Sons of Liberty, furthermore, shifted from the problem of political rights to the more elemental problems of keeping alive and winning the war. The task of earning a daily wage and of producing ships, arms, and munitions, to say nothing of additional civilian goods once imported from Britain, became more important than political privileges. In addition, the four largest labor centers of the nation—Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston—were occupied by enemy forces for varying periods of the war; it could hardly be expected that the workingmen of these cities would have much opportunity to exert an influence upon the assemblies that drew up the laws.

Finally there was the agrarian influence. Traditionally regarded as radical, the farmers were essentially a conservative landowning group, not very favorably inclined toward city labor. In Massachusetts, where they had long been suspicious of the headlong impetuosity of the Caucus, they were inclined to side with the merchants. In New York they formed only a small part of the constituent assembly, but here too their innate conservatism caused them to side with the merchant-landlord class. In Pennsylvania the convention which created the constitution of 1776 contained an influential radical delegation from Philadelphia which wrote a liberal suffrage law into the document. But the western agrarians, who held a majority in the convention, motivated in part by their desire to revenge themselves upon the three southeastern counties which had so long dominated the colonial assembly and eager to establish their own control of the government, partially nullified these gains by reducing Philadelphia’s voice in the legislature.

Deprived thus of any direct share in the deliberations of most of the assemblies that drew up new governments during the Revolution, or forced to share control with elements unfriendly to them; deprived of leadership which turned conservative, occupied with the problems of inflated living costs, of producing war materials, and of living in occupied territory, it was not strange that labor gained few of the political privileges it requested.



PART TWO
The Transitional Era
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The Transformation of Economic Enterprise


At the close of the Revolution, American economic enterprise was in various stages of development. Itinerant industry dominated the sparsely settled frontier areas; custom-order industry existed in every city and village; and retail-order industry reached its fullest growth. In the twenty years that followed the war, relations between industrial classes reached their highest level of harmony. The old mechanics’ societies were revived and broadened into city-wide associations with expanded functions. In addition to providing payment of sick, accident, and death benefits and supervising the education of children of deceased members, the societies sought to promote “inventions and improvements in their art,” giving prizes for ingenuity displayed by apprentices and journeymen. Some set aside funds “to assist young mechanics with loans” to enable them to become independent producers. They acted as trade courts to resolve differences between members and to prevent expensive litigation; they undertook to collect money owing to members, and they lent money to members in need.

This relationship, which in some trades lasted well into the nineteenth century, soon began to break down. Expansion of the market provided the background for the change. In the colonial period Americans had looked abroad for much of their market which they reached in wooden sailing vessels; their internal commerce, carried on horseback, by carts, and in wagons, was generally localized. But the war made Americans profoundly aware of other areas besides their own; in the post-Revolutionary period they made a vigorous effort to increase their knowledge of the entire nation and to take advantage of its limitless opportunities. Although few changes were made in the means of transportation, the wave of enthusiasm for internal improvements which spread through the country turned the old turnpikes into interstate arteries and filled the intercoastal trade with new shipping. The retail-order shopkeeper began to receive orders from the country storekeeper. At first he received requests for his products from the region near the city, but his market quickly expanded southward and westward. Industry entered the wholesale-order stage.

The change made a difference in the shopkeeper’s attitudes and functions. His goods were now sold in large lots; he found it necessary to increase his supply of raw materials, to increase his stock of finished goods, and to increase storage space. Since his goods were sold to country storekeepers who must in turn sell them before payment could be expected, he had to extend long-term credit. The shopowner ceased to be a workman with close knowledge of his employees’ problems; he became an executive and a merchant interested fundamentally in costs and markets.

The wholesale-order stage did not last long. In the early nineteenth century it became evident that manufacturers were handicapped in their efforts to supply the nation’s increasing demand for their products by inadequate financial and marketing facilities. Several expedients were tried to offset these disadvantages. Patriotic individuals, eager to develop industrial self-sufficiency, created associations to secure funds for manufacturers from private investors and state legislatures. Most famous of these was Tench Cox’s “Pennsylvania Society for the encouragement of manufacturers and the useful arts.” Others sponsored collective warehouses, known as “commission stores,” to attract business. None of these efforts proved successful. At this point the merchant-capitalist appeared to take advantage of the opportunities afforded.

The merchant-capitalist was a man who had already succeeded in making money in some other enterprise such as land speculation or overseas shipping. Because of his previous successes he had easy access to credit. Equally important, he was a keen analyst of markets. With little or no knowledge of the technical processes of a trade, he entered the manufacturing field by the back door with the purchase of raw materials in large lots, securing thereby a local or regional monopoly of unfinished goods. Then, using his own warehouse, or “manufactory” as it was called, he employed skilled workers to prepare the raw material. This in turn he handed over to a master with a small shop engaged in manufacturing for wholesale, retail, or custom orders, or to a journeyman working in his own home, to work into finished products. The next step was to collect and sell the finished goods to retailers who in turn disposed of it to consumers.

The merchant-capitalist, who first appeared around 1800, was an almost inevitable success. Even under stable economic conditions wholesale-order and retail-order shopowners were unable to compete against him. Without credit facilities they could not hope to buy raw materials as cheaply; with crude marketing methods they could not hope to reach as many customers. The early years of the nineteenth century were not economically stable. The embargo of 1807, the boycotts of England and France, the War of 1812, and the postwar depression created financial, production, and merchandising problems that the shopowners could not solve. Growth of transportation facilities after the War of 1812—the building of roads and canals and the development of steam-driven riverboats—which enormously expanded and simultaneously intensified competition for the market increased the complexity of their problems. Gradually they lost their initiative, ceased to buy and sell, and became contractors. By 1830 the merchant-capitalist emerged as the undisputed master of workshop enterprise—a position which he held as long as handicraft remained an important segment of the economy.

The merchant-capitalist did not confine his activities to handicraft manufacturing. He also became the organizer and owner of the American factory system. Factories in the modern sense require a composite of four ingredients : a large capital outlay, a concentration of labor, use of mechanical power in place of muscle power, and use of machinery in place of skills. Some of the ingredients of the factory system had appeared in the colonial period. Relatively large amounts of capital had been invested in iron plantations; concentrations of labor had developed in the shipbuilding, ropewalk, and iron industries; water power had been used in place of muscle power in some of the operations of the grist, flour, and fulling mills. But no factory had existed, for no machinery had been introduced to replace skills.

After the adoption of the Constitution a metamorphosis began. It started when Samuel Slater, arriving in America from Britain, put together, after a few years’ labor, a cotton-spinning machine driven by water power. A mill, using this machinery, set up at Pawtucket, Rhode Island, in 1791, is generally regarded as the first American factory. It was a factory, but only the first step toward the transformation of the cotton textile industry. Progress was slow until 1815 when a power loom for weaving was perfected and a group of Massachusetts merchant-capitalists established the first integrated American textile factory at Waltham where the cotton fiber brought from the South was carded, spun, and woven into cloth under one roof. Thereafter, the factory system expanded rapidly along the Merrimac, Piscataqua, and Saco rivers north of Boston, around the edges of Narragansett Bay, in the lower Mohawk Valley, and in the Paterson-Philadelphia area. By 1850 cotton textile production had become wholly mechanized. The woolen textile industry, into which power-driven machinery to take care of all processes of manufacturing was introduced by 1815, began its changeover in 1830. Carding, spinning, and fulling mills were erected in large numbers after that date, particularly in Massachusetts; weaving, which required prohibitively expensive machinery, remained a handicraft operation. By 1860 over one-half of the product was manufactured in factories. Mechanization of the boot and shoe industry began after 1840 when the McKay sewing machine was introduced; machines for splitting, soling, buffing, and dyeing followed. By 1860 the industry had experienced a significant shift.

In the iron industry and its corollaries, the iron plantations remained dominant. But new fuels, new blast-furnace techniques, and new refining techniques were introduced after 1840 and made the industry more efficient. The industry also moved its center away from New England, New Jersey, and the Delaware coast and began to concentrate in the northern river valleys: along the Hudson, Lehigh, Delaware, Schuylkill, Susquehanna, Alleghany, Monongehela, and Ohio rivers. There were changes also in the manufacture of secondary and finished iron products after 1840. The shaping of metals into finished products continued to be dominated by the blacksmith and the forge, but foundry operations for making castings began to mechanize. After 1840 steam engines, factory machinery, stoves, hardware, and household utensils were generally cast; by 1860 power-driven machinery was used almost exclusively in the production of nails, tacks, screws, spikes, bolts, files, chains, wire, and rifles.

The Civil War with its tremendous demand for uniforms, munitions, and military supplies gave a strong boost to the American factory system. Woolen textiles and boots and shoes underwent the final transformation to power-driven, mechanized, and heavily capitalized industries; the metal, agricultural machinery, cigar, and printing industries were heavily mechanized. The greatest expansion of the factory system occurred during the twenty-five years after the war. A number of forces influenced and encouraged this development. These were years when the nation’s railway lines, which had begun to make transportation more rapid and efficient even in the fifties, built 150,000 miles of roadbed, crossed and recrossed the continent, penetrating into every village in the nation; years when the nation’s population increased from thirty to sixty million, creating one of the world’s most insatiable markets. These were years when the war-born banking, currency, and debt structure produced a vast amount of fluid capital available for financing factory enterprise; years when the Federal Government opened a vast amount of natural resources to private exploitation without restriction; when the government adopted a tariff policy which reduced or destroyed foreign competition, enabled inefficient industries to remain in business, provided a foundation for the development of new industries, and earned the nation’s manufacturing interests incalculable increments which were often thrown back into the business to enlarge and more fully mechanize the whole of the nation’s industrial fabric.

They were also years when the number of inventions and technological improvements multiplied and remultiplied. The technique of transporting heavy and bulky products like coal, iron, and ore to the mills was greatly improved. Steam-driven elevators and inclined planes, improved ships and railroad cars, loading and unloading machinery aided the process. The iron industry became the iron and steel industry with the introduction of the Bessemer converter and the Siemens-Martin open-hearth process. With steel came new power-driven machinery for rolling, drawing, and forging. Numerous inventions increased the efficiency of the textile industry—culminating in the Northrop loom in cotton manufacture. In the food industry the roller process for grinding wheat into flour was introduced. Even motive power improved: the old-fashioned water wheel all but disappeared; the steam engine became the steam turbine, and a coal gas engine appeared.

The growth and effect of the factory system can be revealed in a few, simple statistics:



	DATE

	PER CAPITA PRODUCTION

	NO. OF MFG. UNITS

	VALUE OF PRODUCT PER UNIT

	VALUE OF PRODUCT PER EMPLOYEE




	1810
	$ 26
	-
	-
	-



	1840
	29
	-
	-
	$ 600



	1850
	44
	123,000
	$ 8,300
	1,050



	1860
	61
	140,000
	13,400
	1,430



	1870
	90
	252,000
	13,500
	1,650



	1880
	108
	254,000
	21,000
	2,000



	1890
	150
	355,000
	26,500
	2,200
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