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INTRODUCTION
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End of the Line



PATERSON, NEW JERSEY, JUNE 30, 1989. Mollie James sensed it the morning she came to work and noticed the hole in the floor. It wasn’t a hole, really, in the sense of an opening; it was more of a void: a great yawning space of discolored concrete where just the afternoon before had sat a steel-stamping machine, a hulking piece of American industrial might. Before long, more holes appeared, each tracing the outline of the base of another machine, like chalk around a sidewalk corpse.


It is three o’clock on a warm Friday afternoon, and the second of the two washup bells has rung for the final time. Mollie James has been here, on the assembly line at Universal Manufacturing Company, since 1955. She was the first female union steward and among the first African American union stewards; hers was a self-assured presence any grievant would want on his side. She was the first woman to run a stamping machine, the first to laminate steel. And now, after thirtyfour years on the line—nearly two-thirds of her life—she is the last to go. Her wide shoulders are hunched over the sink as she rinses her hands with industrial soap alongside the others. She is a big-boned woman of fifty-nine, with a handsome, animated face framed by oversize glasses.


At the end of every other shift for more than three decades, Mollie and her co-workers beat a quick path to the plant parking lot. On this day there is less sense of hurry. There are still children to feed, clothes to wash, bills to pay, errands to run, other jobs to race to. But as she and the others leave the washroom, no one seems pressed to leave. All about the plant entrance, and out in the lot, people stand in small clusters, like mourners at their own wake, talking, laughing, hugging, crying. Almost always Mollie James is outgoing and outspoken, her voice loud, assertive; her smile nicely lighted. She is a strong woman, her strength forged from a life of hard work and sacrifice and faith in God. She is not one to betray her emotions, but this day is different. Her bearing has turned to reserve, her normally quick eyes dull and watery. Her working life is over, and that is all she has ever known.


During nearly two decades of ownership by the company’s founder, a Paterson native named Archie Sergy, and two decades more by absentee corporations that more or less allowed the Paterson plant to operate as if it were still a locally owned business, Universal had always turned a tidy profit. Its signature product, ballasts for fluorescent lights (the ballast regulates the flow of current into the lamp), attracted attention only when the ballast failed—causing the light fixture to hum or flicker. In the middle 1980s, however, the company was swept up in the gale winds of Wall Street’s merger mania. Twice within eight months Universal was sold, both times to companies headed by disciples of Michael Milken, the Street’s reigning evil genius.


It was not until after its latest sale, in 1986, to an electrical-components conglomerate called MagneTek, Inc., that workers began taking plant-closing rumors seriously. There had been several rounds of layoffs since, and even though the company had promised employees as recently as six months ago that the plant would not close altogether, few believed it. It was around then, in fact, that Mollie James had noticed the hole in the floor, that movers had begun pulling up the plant’s massive machinery, much of which was bolted to the cement floor when the factory opened in 1950. Paterson then was thriving, reveling in the postwar boom. By this early summer day four decades later, vast stretches of the floor are uninhabited, bereft of all signs of the plant’s and the city’s former glory.


There were no valediction speeches from company or union officials, no farewell luncheon, no pomp of any sort. A week earlier the workers themselves held a dinner at Lunello’s, an Italian eatery on Union Boulevard. They kicked in fifteen dollars apiece and celebrated their long years together at Universal.


Many of these people are more than co-workers; they are friends on whom Mollie has come to depend as she would members of her extended family. They ate together at work, attended weddings, baptisms, parties, funerals, together. On this afternoon, though Mollie knows many of her co-workers better than she knows some of her relatives—knows their mannerisms, ways of speech, strengths, flaws—on this afternoon their voices blend, their faces blur. The decades together on the line have done that: bound together the most varied of people. Black and white Americans. Dominicans. Russians. Italians. Indians. Puerto Ricans. Peruvians. They came to work for Universal—and stayed—because of the good wages and benefits their union had negotiated. Mollie earned $7.91 an hour; not so much in itself, but with all the overtime she put in, it came to about $30,000 a year. She also received company-paid health insurance, and the peace of mind that came from a secure job—a job she could raise a family on, buy a house, a car, borrow money against, count on for the future.


When there is no one left to say good-bye to, Mollie slumps behind the wheel of her rusting 1977 Dodge Charger and follows the procession out of the lot. From the corner of Fifth Avenue and East Sixth Street, she heads toward the hill up Lyon Street, south on East Sixteenth Street, east on Eleventh Avenue. It is not far, three miles or so, from the plant in the industrial Bunker Hill neighborhood to the three-story, three-family house she owns on the near East Side. Upon pulling into her customary space in the driveway, in front of the right door of the detached two-car garage, Mollie sits in the car a good long while, letting the heat of the summer afternoon settle her. By the time she fits the key into the lock of the back door and begins climbing the three flights of stairs to her bedroom, she has stopped crying.


MATAMOROS, TAMAULIPAS, MEXICO, JUNE 10, 1988. It is a year before Mollie James would lose her job. On this blindingly blue, hot and humid Friday morning in Matamoros, the booming border city across the Rio Grande from Brownsville, Texas, Hector J. Romeu Jr. is one frantic man, as harried as Chaplin’s Little Tramp. Romeu, like the border region itself, straddles both worlds; he was born in Cuba and schooled in Texas, married a Mexican American, works in Matamoros, and lives in Brownsville. The thirty-four-year-old handles sales and public relations for the Finsa Group, a principal developer of industrial parks along the Mexican border. Its flagship park, less than a ten-minute drive from the International Bridge, occupies five hundred acres on what used to be farmland on the west side of Matamoros. Romeu has been chasing his tail for weeks, tending to the innumerable details of staging today’s gala ribbon cutting: It’s the grand opening of the first MagneTek plant here.


The Finsa Group’s two years of gut-grinding work—from recruiting MagneTek to shepherding it through site selection and ground breaking to the manufacture of the first ballasts—all of that pays off today. Romeu has been rewarded with a splendid morning, and the MagneTek honchos, in from corporate headquarters in Los Angeles, are delighted with their gleaming plant and the enthusiastic welcome Romeu has orchestrated. There are city and state officials on hand to meet and greet the American executives, as well as government-approved union leaders, and a reporter and photographer from El Bravo, the Matamoros daily with long and deep ties to Romeu’s employer, the powerful Arguelles family. And Romeu has even thought to outfit the visiting execs in natty going-native panama hats emblazoned with MagneTek’s royal blue capital-M “power” logo.


Plant manager Charles E. Peeples, an affable Arkansas expatriate, leads the officials on a tour of the plant. They goose-step past equipment ripped from the shopworn floor in Paterson, machinery operated by a young, almost entirely female workforce. These women, primarily in their teens and twenties, have come north to Matamoros in search of work and a better future than the bleakness promised in the jobless farming towns of the interior.


It is the future to which Anthony J. Pucillo, the company’s executive vice president, directs his remarks during the opening ceremonies. Pucillo applauds the way labor and management worked together to open the plant—the first ballasts came off the line here two months earlier, in April. “In order to be able to successfully compete in world markets and create jobs,” Pucillo says, “one has to rely on this kind of team. Here in Matamoros, people have a vision for the future; if we can make quality products at competitive prices, the company grows. If MagneTek grows, we all grow.”


If Pucillo’s vision was not original, it remained compelling: that labor would prosper alongside capital. It was the very notion that had pulled a teen-age Mollie James out of her native rural central Virginia four decades earlier, and it was the reason another hopeful teen-ager would soon be drawn from her home in the placid high desert of central Mexico.


CIUDAD DEL MAÍZ, SAN LUIS POTOSÍ, MEXICO, APRIL 1991. On a cool spring night, a fresh-faced twenty-year-old named Balbina Duque Granados boards a bus near her picturesque but impoverished mountain village four hundred miles southwest of Matamoros, where she is bound for. With its comparatively low wages, endless supply of labor, lack of regulation, and proximity to the United States, Matamoros is a magnet for maquiladoras, the foreign-owned assembly plants that wed first-world engineering with third-world working conditions. The maquilas, in turn, are a beacon to tens of thousands of poor, young women such as Balbina (the industry prefers women, the younger, for their nimble fingers and compliant minds, the better), for whom a factory job trumps any other employment options.


But with the surplus labor force, there is no certainty of a job in the maquilas. After enduring a succession of odd and degrading jobs and weeks of travails in the maquila union’s Dickensian central hiring hall, Balbina finally lands a maquila job. Her probationary pay is slightly less than twenty-six dollars a week, or about sixty-five cents an hour. It is difficult work, repetitive and tiring and mind-numbing, but it is a job she is thrilled to have—her “answered prayer.” And although Balbina doesn’t know it, it is not just any job. It is Mollie’s job.


 [image: image]


THIS IS THE chronicle of that single job as it passed from the urban North to the rural South (Universal opened an ancillary plant in Mississippi in 1963) to Mexico over the course of the past half-century and the dawn of the new one. The job in which Mollie James once took great pride, the job that fostered and valued her loyalty, enabled her to rise above humble beginnings, provide for her family—that job does not now pay Balbina Duque a wage sufficient to live on. Embedded in that core fact, and in the story of the intersecting lives and fates of Mollie and Balbina, is a larger story about fundamental changes in the economy—a story about the demise of unions and the middle class and the concurrent rise of the plutocracy; about the disposability of workers and the portability of work; about how government and Wall Street reward U.S.-based companies for closing domestic plants and scouring the globe for the lowest wages in places where human rights and labor rights are ignored; and about the ways in which “free trade” harms democracy, undermines stable businesses and communities, exploits workers on both sides of the border, both ends of the global assembly line.


“The movers came at night, like thieves, sometimes just taking one piece at a time,” Mollie recalls when asked how she learned what Universal’s new ownership had ordained for her future. “We’d come in in the mornings and there’d be another hole in the floor.”
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Dimples Takes a Ride



RICHMOND, VIRGINIA, NOVEMBER 1950. Rolling into Broad Street Station on the daily northbound run, the conductor of the Silver Meteor does not bother to stop the train. Richmond is not a principal destination for the Meteor, the queen of the Seaboard Air Line Railroad’s Florida to New York whistle-stoppers, and so the depot merits the train’s slowing only enough for passengers to disembark and for new passengers to hop on.


At a few minutes before two on a cold, pitch-black morning, a father and his nineteen-year-old daughter wait anxiously on the platform of the ornate World War I-era station. The young woman is Mollie Brown, “Dimples” to the folks back home in Cartersville, in Cumberland County, forty-five miles west of Richmond in the rolling farmland of central Virginia. Mollie is headed to Penn Station in Newark, New Jersey, to meet her fiancé, who would take her home, to Paterson, to her new life. She is dressed in her finest: a new navy blue suit, new shoes, new hairdo. She carries nearly everything she owns in a half-dozen sky blue suitcases her father has given her for the trip.


Mollie is traveling alone, but the “colored” train cars of the Silver Meteor, and indeed those of the other great northbound coaches—the Champion, the Florida Sunbeam, the Silver Comet—are full of Mollie Browns: black Southerners crossing the Mason-Dixon Line, heading for the promised land.


World War II was over, and the Great Migration to the urban centers of the North was in full swing. Southern blacks no sooner graduated from high school than they packed their bags for the inevitable ride on the “Chickenbone Special.” The name appeared on no timetable; it was coined, apparently, by the passengers. They were disinclined or disinvited to patronize the Jim Crow dining cars, and so they sustained themselves during the long trip with box lunches, which nearly always included the staple from which the trains derived their nickname: fried chicken.


This was not Mollie’s first trip north; two summers earlier she went to Brooklyn to stay with her aunt Lucille, her mother’s only sister. She had had a terrific time, riding the subway, seeing movies, even saving some money. “At home I made only about six dollars a week babysitting,” she recalls. “In New York I could make sixteen or eighteen dollars a week.”


It wasn’t only the wages she found so appealing. Jackie Robinson had broken into the major leagues with the Brooklyn Dodgers the previous season, and Mollie well recalls the pride and excitement it generated in places such as the restaurant in Harlem owned by the boxer Sugar Ray Robinson. “I couldn’t believe he had his own place,” she says, “that was just amazing to me. And everyone there just slapping each other when Jackie got a hit.”


And it was not just at black-owned businesses that the teen-age Mollie was made to feel welcome. “Wherever I went in New York, I could go in for a cup of tea and a doughnut, and I could sit anywhere. You were not told to sit in a certain area. And when we shopped! The department stores were not segregated. Sears, Macy’s, Gimbels—everybody tried on clothes in the same area.” It wasn’t like that at home. “In Farmville [the commercial center of Cumberland County] the stores had separate dressing rooms. And I heard a lot of blacks complain that the stores wouldn’t allow them to try on hats. My mother always did, though. If they told her she couldn’t try one on, she told them she couldn’t buy it. That’s the way my mother was.”


Mollie’s mother, for whom she was named, was fifteen when she married Renza Brown (his formal name was Lorenzo), six years her senior. For seventeen years the couple was childless. The elder Mollie had suffered two miscarriages, and it did not look to the Browns like they would fulfill their dream of becoming parents. And then, during the depths of the Depression, on October 24, 1931, came Mollie, and three years later, another daughter, Anna. “I guess that was one of those mysterious ways the Lord works in,” Mollie says.


Mollie would learn much about the Lord. Her father was a minister, the assistant pastor at New Hope Baptist. “Church was my middle name growing up,” she says. The church was next door to the two-room schoolhouse Mollie first attended, which itself adjoined the Browns’ land. The family bought the land in 1934—after several failed attempts to buy property. It was not that Renza couldn’t afford it; he had money stashed away for a down payment. But while there was a tradition of black landownership in Cumberland, the seat of the county, Cartersville, in the northeast portion of the county, had yet to embrace this radical idea; none of the landowners in town would sell to a black family. Several times Renza had attempted to buy property, and several times he had been rebuffed. Finally, the lumber mill owner for whom Renza worked as a sawyer, a Canadian who had married a local woman, purchased the house and the six acres of surrounding land, in turn selling it to the Browns. “We were the first black family on the road in that area,” Mollie says. “There were families behind us, but not on the road, and the whites wanted to keep it that way.”


It was not until that liberating summer of 1948, when Mollie went away to Brooklyn, that she more fully understood the deprivations of legal segregation at home—and how good freedom tasted. She was not yet sixteen, would not graduate from the all-black Cumberland Training School for two more years, but she already knew she would one day move to the North for good. “That’s when I made up my mind I wasn’t going to stay here, that it was so dark down here,” she recalls years later, driving the winding roads of Cumberland County, through the deep green of rolling hills, tobacco plants, soybean fields, black walnut groves.


Millions of Southern blacks, of course, reached a similar conclusion. The first wave of the Great Migration had begun a generation before Mollie set foot in Brooklyn, during World War I, when European immigrants, who had comprised the bulk of the industrial workforce in America, were denied entrance to the United States. With the flow of European labor virtually evaporated, desperate Northern industrialists beckoned Southern blacks to their workforces. Come they did: A half-million blacks moved North between 1910 and 1920, eight hundred thousand more in the next decade.


Over the next four decades some five million blacks left the fields of the South for the urban life of the North and West. Many followed their elders and relatives. It gave them a place to stay, a possible job contact, a familiar face in a strange place. Those from Mississippi and Alabama and Arkansas commonly headed for Chicago or Detroit; Texans and Louisianans went to California; Georgians, Carolinians, and Virginians usually stayed on the eastern seaboard, migrating to Washington, Philadelphia or New York, or to smaller industrial cities such as Camden, New Jersey, or Newark or Paterson.


It was to Paterson that Mollie Brown’s fiancé, Sam James, had moved. He, too, had grown up in Cumberland County, but he and Mollie did not meet until after he had moved up North. They were introduced on one of his return visits to the family farm, when he accompanied his brother Vivien on an outing with Mollie’s sister, Anna, whom Vivien was dating.


Sam’s family farmed tobacco and corn outside the town of Cumberland, some thirteen miles from Cartersville. He was the fourth of eight children born to Vivien and Florence James, who relied on their brood to help bring in the crops. Even when Sam was enrolled in elementary school, he often missed classes to work in the fields, and his formal education ceased altogether after sixth grade.


Sam was named for an uncle who had moved up North, to New York City, when Sam was young. Uncle Sam had made a name as a cook, and the impressionable youth decided he, too, would leave home for the big city as soon as possible. At first he thought he’d probably head to New York, but when, during the war, his firstborn sister, Mozelle, and her husband, Turner Coleman, left home, they ended up in Paterson, where jobs were plentiful and where they found the small city (the population was 139,000) more manageable. (When their relatives from New York would ready to visit Paterson, they’d say, “We’re comin’ to the country.”)


 [image: image]


WHEN THE streamlined diesel-electric engine of the Silver Meteor finally came into sight, when they could hear the familiar blast of the horn, Renza handed Mollie the envelope containing her ticket. The one-way fare was eighteen dollars. Renza hugged his daughter goodbye and good luck, told her he loved her, and waited on the platform until the train pulled away. Mollie found a seat, waved to her father, and settled in for the long morning ride. “You are about to take a trip by train,” the back of the ticket envelope read, “the most dependable, carefree, comfortable form of travel known.”


“I thought I was travelin’, brother,” Mollie says, marveling, almost a half-century later, at the wonder of the Meteor. She recalls with clarity the black satin interior of the coach, the plush reclining seats. But certainly the car Mollie rode in wasn’t as “carefree” or “comfortable” as those in which the white passengers sat. “Our cars were filthy and the rest rooms dirty,” Mollie says of the Jim Crow coaches into which blacks were directed.


Mollie arrived around ten A.M. at the Newark station, a magnificent Art Deco nod to the grandeur of train travel. Sam James had managed to leave his metalworking job to pick her up, but he hadn’t had time to change out of his protective clothing. What he wore mattered little to Mollie; what mattered was that as sure as she watched the sun rise from her window seat on the Meteor, she would soon marry, find a decent job, start a family.


Sam drove his bride-to-be home in his new yellow two-door Ford, home to the second-floor one-room apartment he rented for twenty dollars a week above his sister and brother-in-law’s apartment in their two-family house at 520 East Eighteenth Street. Although the accommodations were far from luxurious—Mollie and Sam shared a kitchen and bath with other upstairs tenants—her new life seemed as bright as Sam’s shiny car.


All of them had steady work, Sam in the foundry at American Light Alloy, one of several foundries that provided steady work to black men. Turner was employed at a rock quarry near Montclair, Mozelle at Spotless Laundry. Spotless serviced all the dry cleaners in the area; it was a principal employer of black women in the city. “They were the dirtiest, hottest, hardest jobs,” recalls Arthur Holloway, a native Virginian who arrived in Paterson a few years before Mollie, “but we were still better off here than in the South.”


When Mollie arrived in Paterson precisely at midcentury, she found a vibrant city pulsing with street life. “This was the shopping city then,” says Vincent J. Cortese, president of the Greater Paterson Chamber of Commerce. FOLLOW ME TO DOWNTOWN PATERSON, read the slogan on city buses.


And people did. They flocked to the grand temples of retail, Meyer Bros. and Quackenbush’s, the large department stores; Konner’s Men’s Shop; Charles W. Elbow, the haberdasher. On Thursday evenings, when the stores stayed open late, until nine, motorists circled around town searching for parking spaces. The holiday season and the January white sales, in particular, drew customers from throughout northern New Jersey, as well as from New York City and even Connecticut and western Pennsylvania. Downtown traffic was so choked that Paterson police implemented a plan to handle the sale period. “We put two to three officers at key intersections during and immediately after the holidays,” says William Dolan, the city’s current public safety director. “We needed one guy to direct traffic and two others to hold the pedestrians back on the green.”


Meyer Bros. was the heart of downtown, at the prime corner of Main and Market streets, the city’s main commercial thoroughfares. The store was diagonally across from City Hall, an 1896 neo-Renaissance stone replica of that of Lyons, the silk capital of France. With five stories of merchandise, Meyer’s, as it was known, was the city’s flagship department store. Rebuilt in 1925 after a fire, the store absolutely exuded elegance, from its interior acres of matched walnut and mahogany to the twin vestibules, at both entrances, covered in twentyfour- karat gold. Employees wore a black-and-white uniform to match the checkerboard marble floors. There was a fine restaurant in the basement, where the shopworn could dine on sandwiches or multicourse feasts. And there was an ornate ladies’ room, for which the standard fee was a nickle (no tipping allowed). For an extra nickel, patrons would have access to a private changing room, with sink, toilet, mirrors.


There were also specialty shops: butchers on Washington Street, milliners on Church Street, shoe merchants on lower Main, and three high-end furniture stores on upper Main: Bograd’s, Van Dyke’s (which was also known for its basement gift shop), and Keystone.


It wasn’t only the retailers that lured people downtown.


Hinchcliffe Stadium was the premier venue for sports. There were the Monday night stock-car or motorcycle races; it was the home field for the semipro Paterson Panthers football team and a couple of semipro baseball clubs, House of David and Wonder Bread. And during the summer months, the stadium hosted the Diamond Gloves boxing matches (a sort of minor league to the Golden Gloves fights at Madison Square Garden in New York), as well as traveling spectacles such as the Buster Crabbe water show. And for participants, there were bowling alleys in the basements of the firehouses.


There was a thriving cultural district that included a half-dozen theaters and an opera house, Lazzara’s Music Hall. The theaters included the Regent, the U.S., the Rivoli, the Garden, the Majestic, and the Fabian. Several of the theaters had also showcased touring vaudeville and musical acts in the 1920s and 1930s. The Regent, on Union Street, a twenty-four-hundred-seat auditorium trimmed in gold leaf, hosted many acts who would go on to household-word fame: Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy, Bing Crosby, Bob Hope, Jack Benny, Milton Berle, George Burns and Gracie Allen. They and other well-to-do visitors to the city stayed at the deluxe Alexander Hamilton Hotel, next door to the Fabian on the corner of Church and Market streets.


By the middle 1930s, though, with the widespread availability of a new medium, the Regent could no longer afford such talents. “Radio had a lot to do with our shutting down vaudeville,” Joseph Lefkowitz, the theater’s manager in its heyday, once recalled. “Burns and Allen played the Regent for six hundred and fifty dollars a week, then when they became stars on the radio circuit their asking price leaped to two thousand two hundred and fifty.”


Well into the 1950s, downtown remained the cultural hub. Theaters continued to screen movies long after radio supplanted their live shows. The films were promoted as events, often playing to standing-room- only audiences, who crowded in not only for the feature but for the newsreel, the cartoon, and the coming-attractions trailer.


•   •   •


Not everyone enjoyed equal access to the big entertainments of the era: The Paterson of the early 1950s was a segregated city. Not in the rigid, codified Southern sense—there were none of the overt symbols of Jim Crow, the “Colored” and “White” signs that pervaded Mollie’s homeland, for instance—but in ways that cut as deeply. At the Fabian, for instance, the city’s premier movie palace, “it was known” that blacks were welcome only in the “peanut galleries”—the balcony and second balcony. Downstairs seating was reserved for whites. The city’s only roller-skating rink, in the Paterson Recreation Center on Market Street, was closed to blacks, as was Circle Pool, a privately owned facility two blocks away. (Rather than yield to black demands to desegregate, the owners sold the swimming pool to the city.) Things were hardly different at the downtown YMCA, which also housed a swimming pool. The Y allowed blacks to swim—for an hour a week on Saturday mornings, and provided that they enter through the back door. The Y’s other facilities, the bowling alley, pool tables, cafeteria, were off-limits to blacks.


Until the late 1940s, there had been one other swimming option for blacks in Paterson. On Garret Mountain Reservation, parkland on rocky heights overlooking Paterson with panoramic views of the city and its landmark buildings, the county maintained a pool and beach known as Barbour’s Pond. Phil Chase, a black Paterson native, was a teen-ager during those years. He recalls the chain-link fence that ran the length of the dock at the pond. The fence divided both the waiting line for the sole diving board and the separate beaches for black and white swimmers. “We all got on the same board,” Chase says, “but when we got up there, we dove left, and the white people dove right. Their beach was over there, and ours was over here.”


Just as blacks in Paterson were herded to separate recreational facilities, so they were steered to low-paying, entry-level jobs: as broom pushers, seamstresses, washroom attendants, domestics, foundry workers. But even those jobs—at seventy-five or ninety cents an hour—paid nearly as much as field hands down South made for a whole day of picking tobacco or chopping cotton. The factory work was hard and dirty and hot and dusty and sometimes dangerous, but it wasn’t nearly as merciless as the conditions to which they were accustomed. Industrial work paid overtime, provided annual wage increases, offered a sense of dignity and the possibility, however slim, for advancement—a concept wholly absent from the plantation culture down home.


And so people kept coming. During the 1940s, even as the city’s overall population shrank slightly, the black population of Paterson more than tripled, from forty-two hundred to almost fourteen thousand. Driving the influx was the availability of defense jobs, especially at Wright Aeronautical Company, Paterson’s largest employer and, during the war, the nation’s largest airplane-engine factory.


In seven plants in and around Paterson, Wright’s, as the company was known, employed some thirty-four thousand workers in round-the-clock shifts. Wright’s bore the name of its founders, the famous pioneering aviation brothers. Their company came to Paterson in 1920, shortly after it incorporated. By the late twenties, with a growing interest in general aviation, fueled, in large part, by the success of Charles Lindbergh’s epic flight, Wright’s expanded in Paterson, adding three wings to its original plant and building a second facility.


As the threat of war engulfed Europe in the late thirties, Wright’s swelled again, moving into three former silk mills and constructing a new plant in East Paterson to handle the orders from the French and British. During the war it would be renowned for producing engines for America’s “giant super fortresses,” the B-17s, B-25s, Helldivers, Avengers, Mariners.


Wright’s was also renowned for its high-paying, unionized jobs. With all those defense orders for engines—the company would build more than 120,000 during the war—Wright’s looked beyond its traditional workforce to fill the jobs. Women “dropped their aprons to don overalls,” as a local newspaper put it, taking “swing shift” jobs alongside the men in the plant. And blacks fled Southern farms for jobs at Wright’s—among the first large plants in the region open to them.


Neither Wright’s nor its union, the previously all-white United Auto Workers, Local 669, however, desegregated without a fight. When the war buildup intensified in the summer of 1941, it took widespread, organized protest to impel equal treatment for blacks in the huge defense plants, their unions, and the military. Only after A. Philip Randolph, the head of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, and other black leaders forced Roosevelt’s hand by threatening to bring thousands upon thousands of blacks to Washington to rally against discrimination in civilian and military life did Roosevelt feel compelled to act. As a presidential aide explained it to Labor Department lawyer Joseph Rauh: “Some guy named Randolph is going to march on Washington unless we put out a fair employment practices order…. We got defense factories goin’ up all over this goddamn country, but no blacks are bein’ hired. Go down to the Budget Bureau and work something out.” Rauh drafted Executive Order 8802, which Roosevelt promptly signed and which mandated a nondiscrimination policy for government agencies and contractors. Randolph called off the march.


He may have canceled it too soon. At Wright’s, as in many plants across the country, management and union leaders basically ignored the executive order. Black workers, however, saw the order as a call to action. “Once FDR signed 8802,” says Phil Chase, who would become a union and civil rights activist in Paterson, and who, interviewed a half-century later, recites the order number as if it were fresh in his mind, “that gave the people license to take action at Wright’s.” Walkouts were threatened and sit-ins staged until the company relented, Chase says, “because there was too much money at stake.”


Wright’s wholly transformed the standard of living for blacks in and around Paterson. “Everybody went to work there,” Chase says. “My mother, father, aunt, sister-in-law. Everybody who could walk went to Wright’s.” (Chase himself later went to work at a Wright plant.) And they may have gone in pushing a broom, but they came out as machine operators. They ran lathes and grinders and millers. They worked in tool-and-die sheds. “The money was unbelievable,” Chase adds. “They started off making about a dollar eighty-five, and were quickly making two-fifty and up. Before that, a whole dollar was almost unheard of. So it raised the scale of income by three or four magnitudes.”


The increase in black economic power and population, the formation of a solid middle class, led to no increase in political power. When Mollie arrived in 1950, there were no elected blacks in municipal or county government. Nor were there any administrators or clerical workers, just the rare window cleaner or elevator operator. “For a black person to be employed at City Hall, even as a janitor, he was a celebrity,” says Phil Chase.


No matter how bleak were the prospects for the new migrants in postwar Paterson, they seemed altogether rosier than did the future back home. Says Arthur Holloway, who arrived from Virginia shortly after the war ended: “We weren’t integrated, we weren’t advancing, we weren’t participating in government, but it was still hard for us to recognize we hadn’t arrived.”


Holloway himself recognized that fact. “We had plenty of black professionals in town—doctors, lawyers, accountants—but none could hold political office,” he says. Holloway and other activists in the Fourth Ward, a historically Jewish precinct that was rapidly changing to black, formed the Negro Committee for Participation in Government. Its mission, says Holloway, was to expose the “plight of the black community” to itself, and to educate and register the influx of potential new voters from the South, many of whom had never before cast a ballot.


The face of the Fourth Ward—a district that stretched from Hamilton Avenue and East Twelfth Street up to East Eighteenth Street, where Mollie and Sam lived—was changing by the day. Its houses were mostly tenant-occupied and crowded: Some accommodated up to six families. As Southern blacks moved in during and immediately after the war, Jewish descendants of immigrants from Eastern Europe, who had settled there a half-century earlier, moved out. Those who could afford to moved to suburban Wayne or Fair Lawn; those who could not moved from the four- and six-family homes into two- and three-family homes.


About the time Sam brought Mollie home to the Fourth Ward, Arnold Berger decided to vacate the neighborhood. Berger had grown up on Water Street, in the Jewish working-class section known as “Over the River.” As a young family man, he moved to a four-family house at the corner of Twentieth Avenue and East Fortieth Street. Berger owned a liquor store downtown and wanted to buy a house in the neighborhood. He and his wife found one they liked, but he says they lost interest after eyeing the neighbors. “At the time we visited, there was a black family picnicking next door with lots of kids running around.”


The Bergers headed for the split-level homogeneity of Fair Lawn, where “half the town” were self-exiled Jews from Paterson. “As much as I wanted to stay,” Berger says, “it didn’t pay to buy a house in Paterson. Blacks moved in and we moved out; that’s just the way it was.”


Mollie Brown saw the city differently. Where Arnie Berger saw blight, Mollie saw beauty. While walking toward downtown on Broadway (or riding the No. 50 bus), she marveled at the gracious mansions and offices that lined “Millionaires Row,” the stretch of Broadway that ran west from East Eighteenth to Paterson Street (now known as Memorial Drive). The homes belonged to doctors (many of whom officed there), textile merchants, funeral-home operators. During the holidays, people came from throughout north Jersey to view the extravagant homes and their Christmas decorations. And on the morning of the Christmas parade, the street would be lined with tens of thousands of people. “I tell you, it was gorgeous,” Mollie says. “Broadway was really Broadway.”


Not only was Paterson a beautiful city full of gracious homes, it was a city that afforded Mollie new opportunities. It took her no time to find work. “I could have five jobs in the same day,” she recalls. “And if I didn’t like one, I could leave and get another, sure.” She certainly didn’t like the first, at Spotless Laundry, her new sister-in-law Mozelle’s employer. “I worked one hour there and left,” Mollie says. “I couldn’t take it. Too hot.”


She hired on as a domestic in a private home in Fair Lawn, but that position lasted little longer. The family’s dog, a bitch, apparently was menstruating on the kitchen floor. The woman of the house asked her to clean up after the dog. “I got right back on the bus to Paterson,” Mollie says.


She got off at a television factory on Market Street, where she found work installing reflection yokes—the round coil that housed the tangle of wires in the bowels of black-and-white sets. “It was piece work, and you worked hard,” Mollie says, “but you made good money”—about $250 a week. She stayed nearly five years, until the next wave, color television, began sweeping the country. The factory attempted to convert to the new rage—her job shifted to installing deflection yokes—but the technology, apparently, passed it by. In 1955 the plant closed. Mollie and her four hundred co-workers received no warning and no severance pay.


Even with a big plant closing in town, there were jobs for the asking. She found work at a sewing plant on Getty Avenue, a maker of parachutes. The job paid better than a lot of others, $1.50 an hour, but the repetitive motion of operating a sewing-machine foot pedal all day long numbed her foot. “My foot would fall asleep with all that press and release, press and release, press and release.” She didn’t want to quit her job without another one in hand, but she knew she couldn’t last much longer. She decided to take a couple of days off to look around.


Paterson was an entrepreneur’s city, a town brimming with factories small and large, from textiles to machine shops to electrical components. “There were so many places to work,” Mollie says. “You’d just catch the bus and go from factory to factory and see who was hiring.” Among her first stops was a low-slung cement building in Bunker Hill, a newly industrializing neighborhood near the Fair Lawn bridge in northeast Paterson. The sign out front said, UNIVERSAL MANUFACTURING CO. Mollie knew no one there, nor had she heard of the company or understood exactly what it manufactured. “Something about a part for fluorescent lights,” she told her husband that night.


But she understood there were openings. The owner himself showed her through the plant, explaining that the company made a part for fluorescent lights called a ballast that regulates the flow of electricity into the energy-efficient lights. “They showed me how it was made, the whole assembly line. I learned there’s a lot to it, a very lot.” Mollie wanted the job, but she audaciously told the owner she needed a better starting salary. “They wanted to start me at only ninety cents, and I was making one-fifty [an hour] at the sewing plant.”


Mollie went back to the parachute factory, where she lasted less than another week before her foot problems proved too severe. She returned to Universal, where the owner, a gregarious man named Archie Sergy, warmly reiterated his job offer. He told her the company was doing well, and that it was about to implement a second shift, from three P.M. to midnight, and that she could earn an extra dime an hour on that shift. Those hours were ideal for Mollie. She and Sam had three children—Etta was four; Sam three; David a year old (and another daughter, Anita, on the way)—and if she were to work nights and he days, the couple could care for the children without hiring a sitter. She accepted the job on the spot. “Welcome back to Universal,” Sergy told her. “I hope you’ll be here a long time. I hope we’ll all be here a long time!”





TWO



[image: image]
The Golden Land



PATERSON WAS BORN of dreamers and schemers. Almost three centuries before Mollie James arrived and Archie Sergy set up shop, what would become Paterson was “howling wilderness”: green hills and dark forests on the banks of a pristine river known to the native Leni-Lenape Indians as the Passaick. Above their settlement was the Great Falls, a majestic waterfall that thundered over a seventy-foot-high cliff.


The first white settlers were Dutch farmers who in the 1670s ventured the seventeen miles northwest from their forts and trading posts established on Manhattan Island, more than half a century after the English explorer Henry Hudson sailed up the river that bears his name and that separates the present New York and New Jersey. In 1679 the Dutch obtained from the Indians the first tract of land within the present bounds of Paterson.


For a century the settlement remained small; in the late 1770s there were on the main street of Peace and Plenty Lane but ten houses and a tavern. Travelers occasionally dropped in, none more prominent than a party of four on July 10, 1778, led by General George Washington, the commander in chief of the Continental Army. The Revolutionary War was raging. Washington and his entourage, including his aide-de-camp, Colonel Alexander Hamilton, were on the way to an encampment at nearby Paramus when they stopped for a picnic lunch at the base of the Passaic Falls.


It was then and there, beneath a “friendly oak” while “enjoying some excellent grog” with the future first president, that the precocious Hamilton—he had just turned twenty-three—gazed at the mighty falls and envisioned in the churning waters what America needed to survive its revolution. The new world, of course, had been a colony: Its natural resources and raw materials—pelts, precious metals, tobacco, and so on—had always been turned over to the mother country for manufacture—and for sale to the colonists at a steep price. The thirteen colonies were forbidden to make and sell their own textiles or convert iron into steel.


What Hamilton saw in the powerful falls was the means for self-sufficiency in postcolonial America: economic independence. And economic independence, he believed, required a plan to fundamentally alter the character and destiny of the new country. A postcolonial America could not rely on its agrarian roots. To achieve true freedom, Hamilton believed, required more than political freedom; it also meant independence from foreign industry. America needed its own “national manufactory.”


And there on the banks of the Passaic River, staring up at the Great Falls, Alexander Hamilton had a vision: of “a great manufacturing center, a great Federal city, to supply the needs of the country,” William Carlos Williams wrote in Paterson, his epic prose-poem. “Here was waterpower to turn the mill wheels and the navigable river to carry manufactured goods to the market centers: a national manufactory.”


Hamilton’s vision was at odds with that of not a few of his fellow framers and Founding Fathers. Madison, Jefferson, Adams, Franklin—all held the view that the new nation could prosper as a purely agricultural society, that the “power of the people” was rooted in the virtuous soil, and that an industrial economy would wither representative democracy. Their opposition was not wholly philosophical; they believed industry impractical. “America will not make manufactures enough for her own consumption these thousand years,” John Adams noted in a 1780 letter to Benjamin Franklin. Thomas Jefferson’s championing of agrarianism was based largely on his observations of industrial life abroad. (Prior to his position as Secretary of State in the Washington administration, he lived in Paris while serving as U.S. minister to France.) The foremost apostle of individual liberty, Jefferson saw that European industry and urbanization went hand in hand with vice, and believed that concentrations of people in America would “prostrate agriculture.” “The mobs of great cities add just so much to the support of pure government,” Jefferson said, “as sores do to the strength of the human body.”


Hamilton, however, held that only through creation of a strong federal government could America forge a shared identity among the squabbling former colonies. Eleven years after the fateful picnic at the Great Falls of the Passaic, in April 1789, George Washington was inaugurated president and gave his young protégé an opportunity to test his economic theories. Washington appointed Hamilton Secretary of the Treasury.


Hamilton was a prodigy of thirty-two, with a boyish charm that belied his shrewd political instincts and keen financial mind. He had written the bulk of The Federalist Papers, the eighty-five numbered manifestos that laid out the case for the new Constitution and a strong central government. Once Hamilton became Treasury Secretary, he made clear in his writings that which he had only vaguely alluded to in The Federalist: his grand economic design for the new country. His proposals, delivered to Congress in a series of papers over a twelve-month period beginning in the fall of 1790, included the establishment of a national bank, federal assumption of state debts incurred during the Revolution, and the fostering of industry by government toward creation of a national manufactory.


Hamilton submitted his “Report on the Subject of Manufactures” in December 1791. Why would it not be better and cheaper, he asked Congress, for example, to spin and weave cotton near the fields where it grew rather than sending it to England and buying the manufactured product? Hamilton countered the Jeffersonians’ argument that were the government to actively encourage industry, the support would come at the expense of agriculture. A diversified economy, Hamilton wrote, is “more lucrative and prosperous” than a purely agricultural one, adding that “the aggregate prosperity of manufactures, and the aggregate prosperity of Agriculture are intimately connected.”


Hamilton proposed that the government spend a million dollars (at the time 2 percent of the national debt) to build a “national manufactory.” Such an industrial complex, he maintained, would be an exemplar and would spur further manufacturing throughout the country. He announced in the report the embodiment of this plan: formation of a “society” for “prosecuting, on a large scale, the making and printing of cotton goods.”


Hamilton had actually begun laying the groundwork for the Society for Establishing Useful Manufactures, or SUM, several months prior to releasing his report. Although he did not serve the SUM in any official capacity, he apparently drafted both its prospectus and chartering legislation, and recruited its initial stockholders and directors.


In his report to Congress, Hamilton did not reveal his proposed location for the venture, although it was clear where his intentions lay. “This [the Great Falls] was the finest site anywhere in the world for a manufactory,” he remarked. He was struck by the beauty and waterpower potential of the falls, its proximity to New York’s major market and port, and the political warmth of New Jersey. The state’s governor was William Paterson, an ally of Hamilton’s from the Constitutional Convention of 1787 and the leader of the state’s Federalist Party, whose national head was Hamilton.


It was to Governor Paterson and the New Jersey legislature that Hamilton turned for the political favors necessary to launch his grandiose experiment. On November 22, 1791, two weeks before Hamilton appeared before Congress, the New Jersey legislature granted the SUM a charter authorizing it as the state’s (and perhaps the nation’s) first industrial corporation and giving it extraordinary powers and privileges: governance of its own land, six square miles on the Passaic; the right of eminent domain to condemn other property for its use; and control of the water rights of the Passaic River. The legislature also provided the SUM the nation’s first tax abatement: The corporation was exempted from all taxes for ten years, and thereafter from all but state taxes.


The SUM returned the favor. At a meeting of its board of directors on July 4, 1792, the corporation, at Hamilton’s suggestion, named its new city for New Jersey’s accommodating governor. Paterson was founded on the sixteenth anniversary of America’s Declaration of Independence, not as a municipality but as a business: the home of the country’s first industrial corporation, the cradle of American industry.


•   •   •


Although there was some opposition, the Treasury Secretary had a number of influential supporters, among them some of the country’s leading financiers. One was William Duer, of New York, a resourceful stock speculator and crony of Hamilton’s (they were related by marriage) whom Hamilton had named his assistant when the federal Treasury was organized in 1789. Duer was the original inside trader, a high government official who parlayed his access to sensitive information into great personal profit. He left the Treasury after only seven months, and thereafter continued to trade on his contacts by speculating in federal securities.


Hamilton tapped his old friend Duer, the ostensible epitome of means and power and influence, as governor of the Society for Establishing Useful Manufactures. Unfortunately, even as Hamilton was extolling Duer’s financial wizardry, Duer, almost certainly unknown to Hamilton, was himself in a deep credit crisis brought on by borrowing huge sums to cover his speculative losses in the stock market. In March of 1792, months after he became governor of the SUM, William Duer went to debtor’s prison, where he remained, insolvent, until his death.


The SUM never fully overcame the inauspicious start. Beyond the Duer debacle, Hamilton misgauged congressional support for his plan. With no major Northern interest group to offset the irreconcilable opposition from the agrarian South, Congress declined to allocate the funds for a national manufactory—the lone major piece of legislation denied Hamilton.


There were other blunders. Hamilton recommended that the SUM hire to design its new city and industrial complex the French architectural engineer Major Pierre-Charles L’Enfant, whom Washington had previously engaged to draw the elaborate plans for the new “federal city” on the Potomac. But L’Enfant had no industrial engineering experience. Despite lauding his design for Paterson as “far surpass[ing] anything of the kind yet seen in this country,” his plans, including a series of Rube Goldberg-like raceways, or aqueducts, stretching seven miles to harness the water power, were halted in midcourse; completion would have bankrupted the SUM.


With the entire future of Paterson in jeopardy, one director of the Society took it upon himself to buck up Hamilton. “Do not let anything draw your attention from this great object,” Elisha Boudinot wrote to the father of the enterprise, “but look forward to those tranquil days when this child will be a Hercules, you sitting on the beautiful and tranquil banks of the Passaic, enjoying the fruits of your labor.”


Hamilton never enjoyed that vantage point. The ill-fated SUM had managed in 1793 to open a single cotton mill, only to close it a few years later; in 1796, the SUM discontinued manufacturing, concentrating instead on exploiting its legacy of real estate, water rights, and tax breaks. Over the course of the new century, Paterson would become an industrial epicenter, but Hamilton himself would not live to witness the transformation. At dawn on July 11, 1804, on the banks of the Hudson in nearby Weehawken, New Jersey, he was felled by a bullet fired by his great rival Aaron Burr in the nation’s most sensational duel.


Though Hamilton’s dream for the Great Falls never materialized, by the middle of the century Paterson had indeed become the bellwether for the new industrial age. There were small cotton mills at first, in the early years of the century, dozens of them, relying on the waters of the Passaic to power the looms and spindles to weave and spin the domestic raw cotton into finished cloth—cloth that could not be imported during the embargo of European manufactures during the War of 1812.


The success of the red-brick mills—Paterson earned the sobriquet “The Cotton Town”—attracted hordes of textile machinists to the city, and beginning around 1830, a host of other manufacturing interests: iron works, all kinds of machine-tool shops, transportation-equipment merchants. In 1860, one of every ten of Paterson’s nearly twenty thousand residents was an “iron worker.” The city’s workforce won acclaim around the globe for its metal works. The J. C. Todd Machine Works exported its hemp and twine machinery throughout the world; Watson Manufacturing marketed its millwright products to Latin America; the iron beams that held aloft New York’s first elevated trains in the 1870s and 1880s came from the Passaic Rolling Mill, as did finished iron for the drawbridge over the Mississippi at St. Paul, Minnesota, and the buildings for the 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia.


The city was also home to four locomotive factories, including Rogers Locomotive Works, which by the middle 1850s was likely the second largest such factory in the country. (Following the ceremonial pounding of a golden spike in the Utah desert in 1869, it was the Rogers-built “Engine No. 119” that ceremoniously bumped a Western-made locomotive to commemorate the nation’s first transcontinental rail link.)


For all the city’s international renown for its machinery and iron and railroad engines, it was for textiles—not cotton, which had begun to fail in the depression of the 1830s, but silk—that Paterson became best known. The mills had gradually shifted from cotton to silk production after 1840, when the superintendent of the Gun Mill (textiles had taken over the building from a failed revolver factory), John Ryle, an Englishman who emigrated from the silk center of Macclesfield, conceived a way of winding silk on a spool rather than in skeins. By midcentury, New Jersey produced more silk than any state but Connecticut, and Paterson was the heart of the new industry. As in Hamilton’s day, the textile magnates found Paterson a sensible manufacturing location for its proximity to New York and Philadelphia, and for its abundant water, which was especially well suited for dyeing purposes. Paterson had a new moniker, “Silk City,” and a Great Seal to fit: a worker planting a mulberry tree beneath the motto spe et labore—“with hope and hard work.”


The hope and hard work would be supplied by the masses of impoverished and imperiled Europeans who emigrated from the traditional textile centers: the British Isles, France, Italy, Germany, Poland. Some were skilled weavers; many were farmers or peasants who had been forced off the land by the prolonged agricultural depression in Europe. Still others were fleeing all manner of persecution. “They pushed me into America,” lamented one east European Jewish memoirist of the myriad forces of oppression he encountered at home.


Pulled and pushed, the newcomers during the last four decades of the nineteenth century comprised the greatest population movement in history: Ten million people overall, mostly Europeans, some Asians, immigrated to the United States during that period. And Paterson, its thirst for workers nearly insatiable, grew faster than any other city on the eastern seaboard, its population increasing an average of 50 percent every decade of the nineteenth century.


Writing near the end of the century, hometown booster William G. Fenner reflected on the “permanency” of the world’s other great industrial centers, including Lyons, the “great silk manufacturing center of France”; Manchester, England, “noted for its cotton and wool dress goods”; Sheffield, England, “historically famous for her cutlery”; Paisley, Scotland, “the home of shawls”; and Birmingham, England, the “head centre of the iron industry.” Armed with these examples of industrial perpetuity, Fenner foresaw for Paterson’s silk trade a similarly glorious epoch.


“There is only one conclusion to be drawn from this array of historical data, viz: that no manufacturing center where the plant has been fully established has ever lost its industries or weakened in its industry.” To underscore the “obvious advantages” of locating in Paterson, Fenner reminded his anticipated readership of prospective manufacturers of his city’s proximity to New York. This, he deduced, was “virtually bound to give her an unsurpassed industrial position, the permanency of which is a foregone conclusion if the uniform experience of centuries the world over can be accepted as a guarantee of the future.”*


The future indeed looked bright at century’s turn. Paterson was a magnet for east European Jews. They came from shtetl and city, from the Russian Empire and Germany and Romania, some fleeing in fear for their lives, others searching for new possibilities for religious and economic freedom. In the third of a century between the assassination of the reformist Russian czar Alexander II in 1881 and the outbreak of world war in 1914, a third of east European Jews left home; over 90 percent sought refuge in the United States. “America,” recalled one immigrant, “was in everybody’s mouth…. People who had relatives in the famous land went around reading their letters for the enlightenment of less fortunate folk…. All talked of it, but scarcely anyone knew one true fact about this magic land.”


One young man who possessed not a single fact about America but who harbored the common dream to see the “famous land” was a Lithuanian Jew named Samuel Sergy. His parents, Morris and Bessie, were bakers, and though they were disinclined to pull up stakes, they wanted a better life for their children, Sam and his five siblings. The Sergys baked bread and rolls and challah (the ceremonial egg bread eaten on the Sabbath, on Friday and Saturday nights) in Dorbian (or Darbian), a village of some six hundred persons in western Lithuania, fifteen miles from the Baltic coast. In the center of town was a synagogue, a church, a teahouse, and a little square where the Sergys brought their baked goods for sale. Sam, the second of the Sergys’ children, was born in 1894 under czarist rule (pre-World War I Lithuania was part of the Russian Empire), a condition of extreme suppression—Lithuanian schools, for example, were barred from teaching the Lithuanian language, and all printed matter in the language was banned. For Jews, a small minority of the predominantly Catholic population, there was added to the cultural suppression relentless religious persecution. (Jewish students, for example, in addition to being force-fed the Russian language, were required to sit or stand in the back of the classroom.)


Any promise of a better life meant leaving home. For some in Dorbian, that meant trekking to the industrial centers of the Empire: Odessa or St. Petersburg or Riga. But for those who remained within Russia’s elastic borders, there was also the constant worry of military conscription. For young Sam Sergy, who had heard stories of the “Goldena Medina,” the Golden Land, from his uncle Selig—Selig who had left Dorbian several years earlier—and then from his eldest sister, Annie, the first of his family to join Selig, the promise meant one word: Paterson. Paterson, America, where there was gold on the sidewalk, and where, the steady cry went, “there’s no czar!”


Sam likely left home when he was sixteen years old, in 1910. He never again saw his parents. “When we said good-bye, [my mother] said it was just like seeing me go into my casket,” recalls a fellow emigrant from Lithuania.* Sam made his way across western Europe to the port city of Hamburg, Germany, where he boarded a Hamburg-Amerika Line steamship bound for New York harbor. For Sam and his fellow passengers herded in the nearly suffocating crush and constant, pervading stench of steerage accommodations, the approximately ten-day journey must have seemed an eternity. They passed the time in the bottom of the boat, in dark, filthy, cramped dormitories lined with triple bunk beds. “We could see a lot of water,” remembers a voyager, “but we couldn’t see the sky.”


The provisions were equally miserable. However much water they saw, there was little for those in steerage to drink. “Sometimes they gave you a watery soup, more like a mud puddle than soup,” Pauline Newman recalled. They were faced also with spoiled food and toilet facilities made ever more fetid by the chronic and widespread seasickness. “I tried to fall asleep,” recalled one steerage passenger of his first night aboard the German steamship Wieland, “but the ship was rocking like a seesaw, and all the tin utensils kept banging against the wall in a musical rhythm that was simply deafening.” Another passenger similarly noted the “clattering of the dishes, the groans and wailing of the men, women and children, the bad effects of nausea,” which “could drive anyone insane.”


Despite the incessant squalor and racket and illness, the younger passengers, like Sam, were unfazed. “Who cared?” wrote a fellow sixteen-year-old. “We were going to America!”


Sam Sergy and his shipmates disembarked at the heavenly gates of Ellis Island. There in the Great Hall amid the complex of red-brick buildings, he stood with no baggage to speak of save for clothes, in an interminable line, one of dozens and dozens of lines of bewildered, frightened, lonely, exhausted, and yet exhilarated aliens snaking through the hall, each awaiting a battery of medical tests: for tuberculosis, venereal disease, and other contagions. Sam Sergy was given a clean bill of health and received a certificate stating that he “has been vaccinated and unloused and is passed as vermin-free….” (Those who failed the tests were hospitalized until they were cured, or they were deported. “I decided if they sent me back, I’d jump in the water,” one emigrant from Russia said. “I never wanted to see it again.”)


Then it was on to another line, where a Yiddish-speaking inspector (aliens were lined up by nationality) interviewed Sam about his personal habits and morals. Are you an anarchist? Polygamist? Criminal? And questions, as the writer Irving Howe recounts, such as: “You have a job waiting? Who paid your passage? Anyone meeting you? Can you read and write? Ever in prison? Where’s your money?”


The ordeal took about a day. Once released, Sam caught a ferry to Hoboken, New Jersey, and then a train to Paterson, where his sister Annie was settled. Annie had arrived a few years earlier at the invitation of Uncle Selig, who had begun his working life in Paterson as a peddler, but had worked his way up the pecking order to grocer. By the time Annie summoned Sam, she was married to a fellow Lithuanian emigrant, Nathan Zager. (By 1923, three of Sam’s other siblings had immigrated to Paterson; the fourth, a sister, was engaged to be married at home, and elected to stay in Lithuania. She later died in the Holocaust.)


Sam joined Annie and Nathan Zager in their cold-water flat in the Riverside section of Paterson. The neighborhood, hard by the humming silk mills along the east bank of the Passaic, was in the main comprised of similarly situated folk: newly arrived east European working-class Jews. (Other working-class neighborhoods in town described the national origins of the residents: “Dublin,” “Belgium Hill,” “Little Holland,” and so forth.) They were there, along the Passaic, because the mills were there, as Hamilton had planned a century earlier, and because where there were mills, there were rooming houses and dry goods establishments and saloons and junkyards.


Sam found no Paterson sidewalks paved with gold; the cobblestone streets were reminiscent of home, as was the lack of sewers and garbage collection and indoor bathrooms. Developers in the Riverside section and in “Over-the-River,” its counterpart on the west bank, maximized profits by squeezing together the wood-frame tenements and row houses without regard for privacy or hygiene. Living conditions, said the city’s leading rabbi, were “distinctly bad.”


When the river flooded, as it did several times a year, Sam saw outhouses floating down River Street. And he saw countless neighbors die of diphtheria, measles, tuberculosis, and other infectious diseases, spread by the unsanitary conditions. Epidemics were so common that the Paterson Board of Health posted prominent signs—different colored signs for each of the well-known diseases—to alert parents to keep their children out of school.


Skilled immigrants, those, usually, from the larger cities of Europe, found work in the silk mills as spinners or dyers or warpers or winders or weavers, or better yet, as loom fixers—the highest-paying job. (Fixer jobs were for men only.) In 1910, more than twenty thousand Patersonians worked in the silk industry, processing the imported raw silk for dress material, hair ribbons, wall hangings, parachutes.* (Not all, of course, were east European Jews. Many experienced textile workers emigrated from England and Ireland, France, Germany, Italy, Belgium, Switzerland, Armenia, Syria, Lebanon.)


For the unskilled, job options were limited. Women and girls, some not as old as ten, worked in the mills as seamstresses or entry-level “bobbin girls.” The mills also hired boys and unskilled men for their first jobs, for which they were rewarded accordingly: ten-to-twelve- hour days for which they received an average weekly wage of $9.60. (By comparison, Ford Motor Company in Detroit was offering $5.00 a day.) Others scratched out a living selling newspapers on street corners, caddying for the Jewish merchants and manufacturers at the golf clubs, peddling any and all wares door-to-door: seltzer (which was sought for the Sabbath), milk, linen, pots, clothing.


By the time Sam Sergy arrived, his brother-in-law, Nathan Zager, had advanced from peddling to the moving business with his uncle, Louis Paer. They operated a horse-drawn wagon to capitalize on the rapid turnover in the neighborhood. (There were frequent evictions for nonpayment of rent, and there were the upwardly mobile who were replaced by the steady stream of new arrivals.) Sam found some work with Nathan, and he also tramped door-to-door, hauling a heavy pack on his back of rags and dry goods. Soon he progressed to a horse-and- wagon equipped with bells. “He’d ring the bells and people would bring their cans and bottles and rags to him,” remembers Arnold Berger, who grew up in Over-the-River, on Water Street, where Sam plied his trade.


A peddler’s product line changed from season to season. In the summer, in addition to his junk business, he was an iceman, guiding his horse down the street, ringing his bell, hollering, in a singsong voice, “Ice, ice.” When the weather turned, he would shout, “Hot coal, hot coal.”


As energetic and industrious as the new immigrants were in eking a living out of their chaotic new urban world, they were also busy re-creating what they could of religious, cultural, and commercial life in their old-world villages. Judaism in the Riverside and Over-the- River sections revolved around the Water Street Shul, on Water between Arch and Clinton streets, and two other Orthodox synagogues on nearby Godwin Street, the “Little Shul” and “Big Shul.” Membership, as it was at home, was based on economic standing, a division that within three years of Sam’s arrival in Paterson would erupt into full-fledged class warfare. Working families belonged to the Water Street and Little shuls; the Big Shul was home to the Jewish elite—the professionals and merchants and silk manufacturers. Those Jews were predominantly German immigrants of the late nineteenth century who had moved up and out of Riverside and Over-the-River as the newcomers poured in from eastern Europe. The Jewish upper class settled in the Eastside neighborhood, south of downtown and east of Broadway, with wide, quiet streets filled with magnificent Victorian homes—mansions, even—of Queen Anne and Italianate and Colonial Revival style. The neighborhood rimmed Eastside Park, the recreational hub of Jewish Paterson. The beautifully landscaped sixty-six-acre park was noted for its handsome terrace leading down to manicured ball fields on the riverbank, picnic grounds, flower gardens, tennis courts, a playground, gazebo, and sheltered bandstand.


If Eastsiders at night were ensconced in their leafy, tranquil environs, their days were still spent on River Street, in the executive offices of Peerless Plush Manufacturing and Manhattan Shirt Mills and A. & M. Levy Silk Ribbon Mill and the mills of Altshuler Bros. and Kaufman Bros. and Secaucus Silk Company.


Others who had graduated to the Eastside, many of whom had begun in Paterson as peddlers, also spent their working lives in the flourishing commercial district on and around River Street. They owned competing drugstores, Jacobs’s on Bridge Street near River, Kangisser’s at River and Main; and competing fishmongers, Rosenbloom’s, Weis’s, Miller’s. They operated a department store, Kitay’s; and Agins’s and Rosenberg’s furniture outlets. There were two delis, Mandiberg’s at the corner of Tyler and River, and Esterman’s on Bridge, both of which stocked barrels of herrings and pickles outside. There was a chicken shop at Washington and Fair, where customers would select and inspect a live bird for sufficient plumpness before it surrendered to the kosher butcher around back. There were two dairies, Rosenblum’s and Mendinkowitz’s. The latter was on Tyler Street, a half block off Bridge, next to the Purity Cooperative Association, a collective that operated a round-the-clock kosher bakery and butcher shop.


The YMHA, Young Men’s Hebrew Association, operating in rented space downtown at 97 Broadway, was the bustling center of Jewish cultural life. (The Y and its sister YWHA were established early in the century in response to the Christian Y’s anti-Semitism. The YMCA had traditionally slotted a few token memberships for Jews. The Jewish Ys countered their rival’s exclusionism with a proud banner: “No Quota Here!”)


The YMHA offered English classes for Yiddish and Russian speakers, organized sports leagues and Boy Scout troops, formed literary and musical clubs, even a symphony orchestra that performed at the Majestic Theatre. The Y also hosted Sunday afternoon “tea dances” for singles and couples. (Sunday was the only day the mills closed.)


It was at one such dance that Sam Sergy met his future wife, Rose Gutin. Rose had emigrated from Tzria, Russia, to Paterson about the same time Sam had arrived. Born in 1889, she was five years older than Sam. An aunt from her shtetl had settled in Paterson, married a junk dealer named Lipkin, and sent word home of the unfettered new world. Rose was the eldest of the four Gutchkin children (her surname was condensed at Ellis Island), and the first to emigrate. Her sister, Ida, and brother, Sam, who escaped from the Russian army, later joined her in Paterson. Her father, a peasant, died young, and her mother and sibling who remained in Russia would die in the Holocaust.


Rose settled with her aunt in the Over-the-River section and found work as a seamstress at a silk plant where her aunt had “spoken up” for her to a foreman. Working conditions were woeful: In the winter months she kept her overcoat on to ward off the chill of the drafty, unheated plant; in the summer she was indentured to the humidifiers necessary to create an environment sufficiently damp for silk weaving. Year-round she contended with poor lighting, and overwhelming noise and dust. The pay was no less wretched: Rose earned less than ten dollars for a six-day, sixty-hour week. But if the job was arduous, it also was secure: The future looked lustrous for the silk industry in Paterson.


Or so it seemed. By 1913, the year Sam and Rose married, Paterson led the nation in silk production. Some twenty-five thousand women, men, and children—more than a third of Paterson’s labor force—worked in more than three hundred mills and dye houses, dying and weaving silks for the nation’s garment industry, centered in New York City. (Conditions in the dye houses were even worse than the weave rooms. Dyers contended with noxious bleaches, acids, and fumes, brewing, as one writer put it, a “steam so thick you cannot see the worker opposite you.”)


Paterson’s mills were known worldwide for manufacturing silks of the highest quality and cost. Skilled weavers traditionally tended one or two Jacquard looms—complex looms that used a punch card to design patterns on fine silk. By the time Rose went to work, however, technological innovations were changing the workplace. High-speed, automatic looms were installed, looms that were so simple to operate, mill owners could replace skilled weavers with the unskilled. The consequences were monumental: Some mills established secondary plants—“annexes”—in rural areas, primarily in the mining country of eastern Pennsylvania, a state that, unlike New Jersey, had no law limiting the number of hours in a work week, and where manufacturers found the sort of workers, as the treasurer of the Silk Association put it, who “were less liable to labor troubles which are incident to Paterson.” These less troublesome employees were women and girls willing to work for about $6.50 a week, little more than half the wages paid for comparable work in Paterson, to supplement the meager incomes of the male coal miners. These out-of-state branch operations, among the nation’s first “runaway shops,” would also be useful to the employers in the event of a work stoppage in Paterson—a looming possibility at the dawn of 1913.


The possibility evolved into a certainty in the very first month of the new year. At the end of January at Doherty and Company, the newest and one of the largest silk mills in the city, broad-silk weavers, who wove fabrics over twelve inches wide, primarily for dresses, drapes, and linings, and who formerly operated no more than two looms concurrently, were required to work four. The four-loom “stretch-out” was the last straw for Paterson weavers, who over the past half-dozen years had seen their piece rates slashed, ostensibly so the mills could remain competitive with those in states with lower wages and weaker labor laws. Doherty workers belonged to the United Textile Workers, an American Federation of Labor craft union. The UTW, however, was less interested in confrontation than accommodation; its local leaders counseled that there was no turning back from the four-loom system.
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